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ABSTRACT 

LEIGH ANN JONES 

DO QUICK PICKS BOOK COVERS APPEAL TO MIDDLE SCHOOL READERS? 
THE IMP ACT OF COVERS ON SELF-SELECTION OF FICTION BOOKS 

IN THE MIDDLE SCHOOL LIBRARY SETTING 

MAY2006 

Middle school students use a variety of methods to self-select fiction books in 

the school library setting. Among these are choosing the book by an appealing cover, 

the author, the genre, the cover blurb, the length, its place in a series, or by 

recommendation from a friend or librarian. By using the covers of the fiction books 

reviewed for sixth, seventh, and eighth graders of the 2005 Quick Picks for Reluctant 

Young Adult Readers list, this quantitative study sought to determine how book covers 

impact the self-selection strategies of middle school readers and whether specific 

aspects of the covers hold appeal to these students. The study also explored the 

relationship of grade, gender, and level of reading enjoyment on the selection of fiction 

books. 

A self-selected sample of250 students from a north central Texas middle school 

completed an online questionnaire using covers from the 2005 Quick Picks list. 

Students indicated specific elements they liked and marked which of the 19 books they 

would check out based on merits of the cover alone. These readers specified how they 
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usually choose fiction books in the school library and noted whether they love, like, or 

didn't like to read. 

Data from questionnaires were statistically analyzed, and by using a 

nonparametric analysis, the Friedman post hoc test, it was determined that cover was 

the most influential factor for readers in this study. By using modal responses for 

specific attributes, it was learned that students prefer font more often than the elements 

of character( s) or pictures, colors, design, or mood. A student's grade and his/her level 

of reading enjoyment were not shown to be statistically significant. Females were 

slightly more impacted by covers than were males. 

Librarians who wish to be effective in readers' advisory must read widely and 

may wish to incorporate the images of, and information about, book covers into their 

booktalks for students. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Background of the Study 

Eighth grade students cluster around tables in the school library, scanning half 

sheets of paper containing a one-sentence summary of a novel reviewed for middle 

school readers. On these tables there are approximately fifty summaries of books of 

various fiction genres: fantasy, science fiction, mystery/suspense, historical fiction, and 

different types of realistic fiction including sports, humor, and novels about issues such 

as abuse or death. The librarian has the corresponding books on a cart out of the 

students' view, and she gives the books to them as they bring up summaries of interest. 

One boy's face lights up. "This book sounds tight. I'm going to read it." He hands the 

librarian a sheet, which reads, "While searching for his birthmother, fifteen-year-old 

James, a championship diver, discovers who his real parents are and where his real 

home is" (Doherty 1998). The librarian finds the book, Berlie Doherty' s The Snake

Stone (Doherty 1998), and offers it to the boy. Grimacing, he drops it on the table. 

"Huh uh," he says. ''No way am I reading that. That book looks lame." 

On another day the librarian walks by a table where a student who often 

frequents the library is reading. "That's the book you got for your birthday, isn't it?" 

the librarian asks the student. "Are you already reading it again?" The student laughs 

and removes the paper dust jacket from a novel of historical fiction to reveal that she is 
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actually reading LBD: It's a Girl Thing by Grace Dent (Dent 2003). This book has a 

bright cover depicting colorful thong underwear plainly visible above a pair of low-rise 

jeans. "This is a good book," the girl smiles. "But the cover is just way too 

embarrassing to carry around, so I put this other cover over it." 

Later a new book order arrives, and the librarian lays the books face up on the 

library tables. Seventh graders come in every period with their reading classes to check 

out new books for outside reading. The teacher allows students the freedom to choose 

any book. It may be any genre of fiction or any type of nonfiction; it doesn't matter as 

long as students are reading a book that they understand and enjoy. Most browse the 

new books, making comments as they choose something to check out. "This looks 

cool. I want to read it," says one girl, studying the front, but never opening the book. 

"That cover looks good," comments her friend. "I want it when you're finished." 

For publishers and book retailers, book jackets are selling tools. They are 

designed to catch the buyer's eye, to cause the browser to pick up the book from the 

many available choices, and to purchase it over a competitor's product. In a different 

way, the covers of books are selling tools in a library. As readers browse the shelves, 

the cover provides the first impression for the book. The jacket art hints at the content, 

and the cover may cause the browser to be attracted to the book and to check it out 

rather than another one. While repeat business is as important to libraries as it is to the 

publishing industry, librarians do not have a vested interest in which book a patron 

checks out, only the desire that the person enjoys reading it. The book industry strives 

to recognize and meet the needs of readers in a sales context, but librarians may know 
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the needs of patrons on a more personal level. For middle school librarians, these 

patrons are females and males in sixth, seventh, or eighth grades with differing abilities, 

a variety of reading tastes, and various levels of interest in reading itself. This study 

will seek to determine to what extent book covers impact the self-selection of fiction 

books by middle school readers from the school library and which specific aspects of 

the covers hold appeal. The study will also attempt to determine which middle school 

readers are more influenced by book covers as based on gender, grade in school, and 

level of reading enjoyment. 

What Characterizes Middle School Students? 

In 1986, the Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development formed the Task 

Force on Education of Young Adolescents. Charged to study this country's young 

adolescent population between the ages of 10 to 15, the group found that early 

adolescence is " ... a period of enormous opportunity for intellectual and emotional 

growth, yet one fraught with vulnerability and risk" (Jackson 2000, 2). In 1989, the 

Task Force issued "Turning Points: Preparing American Youth for the 21 st Century" 

(Carnegie 1990). This report became the cornerstone of middle school education and 

provided best practice recommendations for public schools to optimize the learning and 

healthy growth of millions of students in a period of their lives that is characterized by 

"intense biological, psychological, and interpersonal change" (Jackson 2000, 2). Ten 

years later, based on empirical research in schools implementing the middle school 

model, the Carnegie Foundation updated the earlier report with "Turning Points 2000: 
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Educating Adolescents in the 21 st Century" (Jackson 2000). Though ten years had 

passed, the characteristics of early adolescents remained fairly constant. 

These early adolescent years are a time of great physical change and growth, 

and "diversity is the rule rather than the exception" (George 1982, 6). One can walk 

down the halls of any middle school and see tall, muscular boys with facial hair and 

deep voices or short, scrawny boys with squeaky voices not apt to change any time 

soon. One can see fully developed young girls with full hips and breasts and others 

with baby faces and no body curves. These young adolescents may grow rapidly, and 

a marked difference in height, size, and physical maturity may be noticed over a short 

period of time such as the summer vacation. In fact, the growth spurt during the 

adolescent years may account for approximately 25% of adult height and 40% of adult 

weight (Fackler 2004). 

Just as adolescents may differ starkly in physical size, their intellectual 

development may vary from student to student. "Many adolescents are still functioning 

in Piaget's stage of concrete operations," noted middle school principal and author 

Linda Robinson, "while others have moved into abstract thinking. Others are venturing 

into the area of formal operations" (Robinson 1987, 8). As learners they are curious, 

questioning, egocentric, and independent. They search for relevance in their learning 

and are not hesitant to voice the opinion that the task at hand is "boring." For middle 

schoolers, "Healthy intellectual growth during early adolescence is in large measure 

blending what is already known or understood with manageable new experiences" 

(George 1992, 22). 
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These new experiences bring an abundance of emotional changes as well. In 

sixth grade many are still childlike, eager and compliant. At the beginning of the year, · 

they may forget and begin to line up when dismissed, a throwback to elementary 

school. They eagerly seek the approval of teachers, and often their relationships with 

peers still involve an element of play. By eighth grade these same students may be too 

cool to offer a response in class, and instead of playfully punching girls in the halls, 

boys may be awkwardly hugging them before parting ways between classes. "Someone 

has said that there is no time in life when a greater adjustment must be made than in the 

transition from childhood to adolescence," remarked early young adult librarian, 

Margaret Edwards (Edwards 1994, 13). The National Middle School Association 

agreed. "No other age level is of more importance to the future of individuals, and, 

literally, to that of society; because these are the years when youngsters crystallize their 

beliefs about themselves and firm up their self-concepts, their philosophies of life, and 

their values-the things that are the ultimate determinants of their behavior. And 

having left these formative years, individuals change very, very little in significant 

ways in values and standards" (Lounsbury 2004). Nancie Atwell summed up the 

emotional ride that is middle school when she said, "Eighth graders shuttle back and 

forth between naivete and worldliness. They are self-confident and self-doubting; they 

are responsible and irresponsible. They never know and I never know-what they'll be 

when" (Atwell 1987, 28). If rapid change typifies the physical and emotional growth of 

adolescents, what characterizes their growth as readers? 
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The Development of Middle School Readers 

Kenneth Donelson and Alleen Nilsen traced reading development from birth to 

adulthood in what they term the "Stages of Literary Appreciation" (Donelson 1997). 

Based on autobiographies of adults who love to read, Donelson and Nilsen noted seven 

levels of development. Birth to kindergarten is a time of learning the pleasure that 

words can bring in the form of nursery rhymes, folktales, and picture books. In this 

stage the child enjoys hearing others read aloud, may have favorite books, and later 

"reads" by memorizing these books. In the next step, primary school students begin to 

decode sounds and learn to read through simple texts, signs, and messages. These 

young readers may feel pride in reading independently and demonstrate this skill to 

parents and significant adults in their lives (Donelson 1997). Stage three, which may 

occur in late elementary years, is set apart by "losing oneself in books" such as "series 

books, fantasies, animal stories, or anything one can disappear into" (Donelson 1997, 

38). The last phase applicable to this study, Stage four, termed "junior high," brings 

"finding oneself in books" such as "realistic fiction, contemporary problem novels, and 

wish-fulfilling stories" (Donelson 1997, 38). 

G. Robert Carlsen focused exclusively on the adolescent in his chart, 

"Developing Concerns in Literature" (Sherrill 1994). Students in grades 3-7 may fall in 

the "unconscious delight" phase in which the reader may demand "complete 

absorption" in what he/she reads and ''uncritical withdrawal into the fabric of the story" 

(Sherrill 1994, 10). As the reader develops into middle adolescence, possibly in grades 
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7-8, he/she may enter the "vicarious experience" phase in which the reader becomes 

"ego-absorbed and wants books that are about himself." (Sherrill 1994, 10). 

In 1980, in Books and the Teenage Reader, Carlsen noted that readers in early 

adolescence may find pleasure in stories about animals, adventure, mystery, the 

supernatural, sports, growing up, home and family life, humor, settings in the past, and 

fantasy (Carlsen 1980). Highlighting the importance of early adolescence, Carlsen 

stated, "Recognizing that teenagers are still passing through reading phases is important 

in nurturing enthusiasm for reading, for this is the period when many potential readers 

stop reading for pleasure. Paradoxically, it is also the period when the young person, if 

encouraged, may devote more time to books than at any other period oflife ... " (Carlsen 

1980, 33 ). Also underscoring the importance of the adolescent years in reading 

development was a joint position paper from the International Reading Association and 

the National Middle School Association. "It is during the middle school years that 

most students refine their reading preferences, become sophisticated readers of 

informational text, and lay the groundwork for the lifelong reading habits they will use 

in their personal, professional, and civic lives. The middle school years are a time 

when middle school level students can use reading to help answer the profound 

questions about themselves and the world" (IRA 1999, 1). 

The Desire for Choice and Self-Selection 

As middle school students refine their preferences for books, they may also 

refine their opinions about reading itself. Voices of Readers: How We Come· to Love 

Books provides insight into the contents of reading autobiographies written by literally 
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hundreds of students in G. Robert Carlsen' s university classes for potential secondary 

school English teachers ( Carlsen 1988). Carlsen examined patterns in the thirty years 

of collected reading autobiographies and compiled what he calls "Experiences Likely to 

Produce Readers." Carlsen breaks these factors into six categories by age. For the age 

group of 12-14, typically the middle school years, Carlsen lists ten experiences as 

quoted below: 

1. Setting aside time for reading. 
2. Having a teacher show interest in the individual's reading. 
3. Having teachers read aloud. 
4. Being exposed to a variety of reading fare. 
5. Receiving help from librarians. 
6. Owning books. 
7. Sharing books with friends. 
8. Participating in reader-centered discussions of literature. 
9. Generating nontraditional book reports. 
10. Being allowed freedom of choice in reading fare (Carlsen 1988, 153-4). 

Young adults want to make choices and decisions for themselves, and this desire for 

autonomy may be manifested as a desire for "freedom of choice in reading fare" 

(Carlsen 1988, 153). The importance of self-selection of reading materials was 

underscored in a 1992 study involving the middle school reading curriculum conducted 

by Ediger (Ediger 1992). One of the key findings of this study included, "Middle 

school students individually need to be involved in seeking, selecting, and pursuing 

reading materials that insure the attention of the learner. Self-selection of reading 

materials encourages interest in reading" (Ediger 1992, 171). A second study on the 

same topic found, "One promising avenue for improving students' attitudes and reading 
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competence, then, is to provide an array of materials from which students can choose 

and read materials that are personally interesting" (Worthy 1999, 12). 

Middle School Readers-Attitudes and Habits 

In February 2001, the National Education Association released the findings of 

its poll on the reading habits of adolescents (NEA 2001 ). A cross section of 509 U.S. 

students between the ages of 12-18 was surveyed, and if the opinions of these students 

are indeed representative, the attitudes of adolescents toward reading are 

overwhelmingly positive. Among the findings of the poll: 

• 85% of those surveyed viewed reading as rewarding 
• 79% said reading was stimulating and exciting 
• 41 % reported that they read more than 15 books per year 
• 70% of middle school students said they read more than 10 books per year 

while 49% of high school students reported the same 
• 42% stated that they read for "fun and pleasure" 
• 49% listed libraries as the most common source of books (NEA 2001). 

The NEA survey is good news but may contrast with the report from the 

National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) on three decades of student performance 

in reading. Called the nation's "report card," the National Assessment of Educational 

Progress (NAEP) is the major monitor of student achievement over time. Together, the 

NCES and the U.S. Department of Education administered periodic assessments in 

reading, math, and science to a nationally representative sample of third, seventh, and 

eleventh graders. Consequently, a trend assessment for seventh grade readers is possible 

since 1971 (U.S. 2000). Overall, a modest gain was shown in the scaled reading scores 

of seventh grade students from 1971 to 1999 even though during this same time period 
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the availability of reading material in the home for thirteen-year-olds dropped 

significantly. In 1971, 17% of respondents reported zero to two types of reading 

materials available at home; in 1999, 21% said the same. In 1971, 58% of seventh 

graders reported at least four different types of reading materials available at home; that 

number dropped to 46% in 1999 (U.S. 2000). · 

According to the U.S. Department of Education, "Perhaps one of the strongest 

indications that children are developing the skills and positive attitudes that lead to a 

lifelong desire to read is the amount of reading they choose to do for fun" (U.S. 2000, 

75). Although a decline in recreational reading was noted in thirteen-year-olds from 1984 

to 1999, pleasure reading was shown to have a positive relationship to reading scores as 

based on the twenty-seven year assessment Students who reported that they read at least 

monthly for fun scored higher on the reading portion of the test than did their peers who 

did not read for pleasure (U.S. 2000). During that fifteen-year span, the percentage of 

seventh graders who reported reading for fun on a daily basis dropped from 35% to 28% 

(U.S. 2000). A 2003 report by the U.S. Department of Health also confirmed this 

downward trend of recreational reading by thirteen-year-olds with much the same 

numbers. This report, ''Trends in the Well-Being of America's Children and Youth," 

showed that in a seven-year period, the percentage of thirteen-year-olds who indicated 

that they read for pleasure on every day dropped from 37% to 28% (U.S. 2003). 

If, in fact, fewer students are spending as much time reading for pleasure, what 

are they choosing to do instead? A June 2003 Harris poll of 2,618 persons between the 

ages of 13 and 24 found that they spend twice as much time each week watching TV as 
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reading for pleasure and even more time online (Center 2003). Those surveyed reported 

that they spend an average of 16.7 hours per week online and 13.6 hours per week 

watching TV as compared to 6.0 hours reading books and magazines that are not school 

related. The main reason given for the preference of the Internet was the amount of 

"control" it offers. "Users can personalize and manage their experience online more so 

than with any other form of media" (Center 2003). 

Although middle school students were not included in the 2004 report "Reading 

at Risk: A Survey of Literary Reading in America" by the National Endowment for the 

Arts, a similar decline in reading was noted for the 18-24 year old age group, the 

youngest in the study (National 2004). Mark Bauerlein, project manager for the report, 

blamed ''the proliferation of the Internet, e-mail, iPods, and Blackberries" (Whelan 2004 ). 

Dawn Vaughn, former president of American Association of School Librarians (AASL), 

agreed, and purported that "Promoting a love of reading is a challenge in this visual, 

digital generation" (Whelan 2004). 

Visual Literacy: Reading in a Digital Generation 

In discussing the apparent decline in young adult reading, author Sven Birkerts 

asserted that youth may view reading with a "growing sense of difficulty" when faced 

with the "old-fashionedness" of the act as compared to being in the "pulsing midst of a 

high-speed, multilayered, response-active, enticing, distracting, essential-feeling, 

inescapable, cultural now" of the computer (Birkerts 2004, 51 ). A 2004 Gallup poll 

conducted with 13 to 17 year-olds concerning activities in which they had participated 

recently seemed to confirm Birkerts' notion. Of these teens, 60% had used the Internet, 
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3 7% had played a computer game, and 90% had watched television as compared to 

33% who had read a book for pleasure in the last 24 hours (Teens 2004). 

Given these statistics, what can be done to address this supposed downtrend of 

pleasure reading by teens in favor of all things digital? "Today's children have always 

known a world of competing sound bites and digital images. Their attention spans are 

shorter than ever. The primary literacy of the 21st century will be visual: pictures, 

graphics, and images of every kind. It's no longer enough to be able to read and write. 

Our students must move gracefully and fluently between text and images, between 

literal and figurative worlds" (Burmark 2002, 1 ). Educators and librarians alike are 

calling for a revision of literacy skills, and one UCLA initiative, 21st Century Literacies, 

called "information, medi~ multicultural, and visual" the "new'' literacies (UCLA 

2004, n.p.). Integral to this project is the idea that "visual images are a language," and 

due to the widespread proliferation of nonprint in our society, visual literacy, or "the 

ability to understand and produce visual messages" is more important than ever 

according to the founders of the initiative (UCLA 2004). 

What does visual literacy require of today's students? A student who is 

"bilingual" in text and images can easily "examine, extract meaning and interpret the 

visual actions, objects, and symbols that he/she encounters in the environment" (Smolin 

2003, 571 ). In this model, students not only learn traditional skills of reading and 

writing but also develop variant literacies such as ''technological literacy, visual 

literacy, information literacy, and intertextuality" (Smolin 2003, 571). This may 

involve the ability to "convey and recover meaning from a variety of different symbol 
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systems" such as ''music, pictures, drama, reading, dancing, speaking, writing, painting, 

drawing, photography, video, and hypertext" to name a few (McPherson 2004, 60). 

Providing access to different types of media in the context of a diverse 

collection is not a new concept to school librarians and neither is the notion of 

connecting nonprint material with print. From a librarian's point of view, "Young 

people today have competing forces in their lives, so we have to build on their interests 

in all mediums to enhance their lives. But we have to keep asking ourselves, 'Have we 

done enough to integrate all these mediums; have we done enough to electrify and 

engage them in reading?"' (Whelan 2004). Visual literacy may play a role in 

integrating these media. A 1980 definition by R. E. Wileman called visual literacy, 

"the ability to 'read' and understand that which is seen, and the ability to generate 

materials that have to be seen to be understood" (Wileman 1980, 5). 

Just as "understanding of which is seen" is critical to visual literacy, the 

illustrations found in children's books are equally important to a child's understanding 

of the story. Illustrations can evoke mood, show tone, establish setting, enhance the 

text, explain elements of plot, and display physical aspects of characters. In fact, 

illustrations may be as important as, or more important than, the text in conveying a 

message (Anderson 2002, 11 ). Young readers are taught to use illustrations to help 

them understand the text. These pictures may form a bridge between a student's prior 

knowledge and the words on the page. As teachers direct students' reading 

experiences, they may encourage readers to use the illustrations as clues (Manning 

2004). Illustrations play a vital role in Looking to Learn, a reading program with visual 
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literacy as its cornerstone created by librarian Noreen Bernstein. Although the program 

is designed for struggling middle school readers, she felt it might be beneficial even for 

avid readers. By using pictures as a springboard for discussion, "It teaches them to 

look at things more carefully or it may spark an interest in art and illustration. We're 

helping kids to see mental images and then the word to make a synaptic connection" 

(Whelan 2004, 49). Without programs such as Bernstein's, readers generally leave 

picture books behind when they enter middle school, so illustrations to enhance their 

reading may fall by the wayside. Seldom do middle school readers encounter the 

powerful connection between text and illustrations. In fact, only one visual image is 

still present in most books for middle school readers, and that is the book's cover. 

The Visual Impact of Book Covers 

Authors, publishers, and librarians have long recognized the possible 

importance of book covers. "A book's jacket is often the first interaction a reader will 

have with the book. Publishers have struggled to make book jackets stand out on 

crowded shelves. Both aesthetic and marketing decisions go into creating an eye

catching jacket that the reader will connect with emotionally" (Nichols 2002, 31 ). 

Young adult author Neal Shusterman remarked, 

Every author must reluctantly admit that it's rarely the quality of writing 
that sells a book to a kid. It's the cover. The original cover of Scorpion 
Shards (Shusterman 1995), for instance, was not well composed at all
it was too busy, confusing, and suggested that the book was a broad 
comedy rather than a sci-ti thriller. When the cover was replaced two 
years later by a more mysterious, brooding cover, sales on the book 
picked up. I remember a book signing I was once at where both copies 
of the book were available. A kid was looking at the bad cover, and 
when I did a little book talk about it, he wasn't interested. Then he 
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picked up the copy with the new cover. I told him it was the same book, 
and he suddenly wanted to know more about it. He ended up buying it! 
It seems even when kids know the content is exactly the same, an 
attractive cover can garner their interest (Shusterman 2004). 

Similar experiences to what Shusterman describes have been observed many 

times in middle school libraries by this researcher and have led to interest in this study. 

Based on these experiences and informal observation, this researcher has noted that 

book covers may be visually important to middle school readers in the school library 

setting in the following ways: 

• A book's cover may attract a reader's attention and pique his/her 
interest, causing him/her to check out the book without further 
examination. 

• A book's cover may attract a reader's attention, causing him/her to make 
negative judgments about the book and to replace it on the shelf without 
further examination. 

• A book's cover may fail to attract a reader's attention, causing him/her 
to pass the book with little notice. 

• A book's cover may attract a reader's attention, causing him/her to read 
the flap copy, swnmary on the book jacket, and/or the first few pages of 
the book before making a decision whether to check the book out. 

• A book's cover may attract a reader's attention, causing him/her to 
consider visual clues as to the publication date, genre, level of difficulty, 
tone, mood, and whether it may hold more appeal to males or females 
before making a decision whether to check the book out. 

Because of the power of book covers, librarians create colorful displays 

featuring the jackets of new books to draw the attention of potential readers. To stir 

interest in an upcoming book fair, companies print glossy flyers highlighting the covers 

of books for sale. To boost sales, bookstores showcase bestsellers by shelving them 

15 



with the cover out rather than the spine. Librarians and booksellers alike realize that 

covers may play an integral part in a reader's decision to initially pick up a book, and 

this study springs from this recognition. One unique book list for young adults (Y As) 

also acknowledges that a book's cover may be a factor when readers select books. 

Quick Picks for Reluctant Young Adult Readers 

Quick Picks for Reluctant Young Adult Readers ( Quick Picks) is an annual list 

chosen by a committee of members of the Young Adult Library Services Association 

(Y ALSA) of the American Library Association (ALA). Designed to appeal to young 

adults for pleasure reading, this list has no ties to school curricula. The committee 

seeks to select books that persons between the ages of 12 to 18 will "pick up on their 

own and read for pleasure" (ALA 2005, 1). Although the Quick Picks list is geared to 

reluctant readers, the 2004 committee chair, Ty Burns, noted, "A reluctant reader may 

not be a student who doesn't like to read, he may be a student who is too busy to read 

or one who prefers to do other things than to read" (Burns 2004). Quick Picks is unique 

in that it is the only major young adult book list to cite cover art as a criterion for 

selection. As the guidelines state, "Books should be evaluated by subject, cover art, 

readability, format, and style" (ALA 1998, 1 ). Just as the committee chooses Quick 

Picks by these criteria, it seems likely that young adults may consider them when 

selecting books as well. But does research bear out this belief? 
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Statement ofNeed 

Previously the characteristics of middle school students have been discussed and 

their development as readers traced. A case has been made for adolescents' desire for 

choice and self-selection of books, and their habits and attitudes as readers have been 

noted. The rise of visual literacy has been introduced, along with the visual impact of 

book covers. It has been seen that ALA' s Quick Picks for Reluctant Young Adult 

Readers is the only major list of its kind to include cover art as a primary consideration 

for inclusion. While these pieces may be interesting, they are currently unconnected. 

What is the common thread that binds these separate strands? 

Informal observation of middle school students in the school library suggests 

that the covers of books are important as these readers self-select books. Students 

frequently choose books because the covers capture their attention and reject books 

when they do not, but are covers their main selection tool? Or do these gregarious 

young adults prefer the recommendations of their friends? Perhaps these readers lean 

toward checking out books from favorite genres or series or ones written by popular 

authors. Does the title have a bearing on their choice? Do they pause to read the blurbs 

on the cover or the first few pages of the novel? How much does the length of the book 

come into play? And finally, how much do middle school readers accept the 

recommendations from a librarian? 

If the covers of books are indeed important to middle schoolers, as informal 

observation suggests, can this be validated through research? Is it possible to determine 

what aspects of covers most attract these readers? What colors and fonts do they seem 
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to prefer? Do they like the way the characters or other elements from the story are . 

depicted on the covers? What about the moods of the covers or their overall designs? 

What books have covers so compelling that students would be willing to check them 

out on that basis alone? As the National Middle School Association reported about 

sixth, seventh, and eighth graders, "The physical changes are more dramatic in these 

years than at any other time in the life of a human being, save perhaps for infancy. The 

sexual changes are a major focal point. The social challenges are countless and 

consume much time and energy. Personal development is erratic, and the likelihood of 

responsible behavior is totally unpredictable" (Van Hoose, 2006, n.p.). Because these 

years are marked by such dramatic physical, mental, and emotional growth and change, 

do these differences affect the way middle schoolers self-select books? Do sixth grade 

boys, for example, choose books differently than eighth grade girls? Do students who 

say they love to read select books differently than those who claim to dislike reading? 

These separate strands and observations have led to many questions. These questions 

have led to this study, and they are important to its outcome. 

Overview of the Study 

In an effort to tie together these strands and address these questions, the purpose 

of this study is to determine the potential appeal of the covers of the fiction books 

reviewed for grades 6, 7, and 8 of the 2005 Quick Picks for Reluctant Young Adult 

Readers list and to determine what role, if any, that book covers play when middle 

school readers choose books from school libraries. In addition, this study seeks to 

determine what specific aspects of the covers of these Quick Picks books appeal to 
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middle school participants in this study. The Quick Picks list lends itself to this study 

particularly well for the following reasons: 

• Cover art is a stated selection criterion of Quick Picks books 
(ALA 1998, 1). 

• The "visual appearance of the book" is as important as "standard 
considerations in the quality of content'' of Quick Picks (ALA 2004, 1 ). 

• Input from YAs themselves is a "vital aspect" in the committee's 
decision to choose a book for the list (ALA 2004, 1 ). 

• The list is aimed at Y As rather than teachers, librarians, or parents 
(Nelson 1998, 389). 

Specifically, the 2005 Quick Picks list was chosen for this study since it was the most 

recent list at the onset of the data collection. Although the list consists of both 

nonfiction and fiction books, only fiction books are to be used in this survey. Librarian 

Ed Sullivan summed up the rationale behind this decision well, "I believe that the issue 

of good cover art applies most to works of fiction, where serendipity plays a more 

significant role in readers' choices. Readers who browse (or recreational reading in 

nonfiction are likely to do so in a particular subject (Sullivan 1998, 180). Since middle 

school students are the respondents in this study, only books reviewed for grades 6, 7, 

or 8 will be used. Where there was a choice, preference was given to reviews from 

Boo/dist since it is an American Library Association publication. Finally, based on 

gender, grade level, and reading enjoyment, the study will attempt to learn which 

middle school readers in this study are more influenced by book covers when self

selecting fiction books from the school library. A questionnaire format will be used to 

survey a self-selected sample of students in grades 6, 7, and 8 in a North Central Texas 
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public middle school. Responses will be analyzed in terms of grade level, gender, and 

the level of reading enjoyment termed as, "Usually I love, like, or don't like to read" as 

identified by the students themselves. The following research questions will apply: 

Research Questions 

1. To what extent do book covers impact the self-selection of fiction books in the 
school library by middle school readers? 

2. What specific aspects of the covers of the fiction books reviewed for grades 6, 7, 
and 8 of the 2005 Quick Picks for Young Adult Readers List appeal to middle 
school readers? 

3. Based on gender, grade, and level of reading enjoyment, which middle school 
readers are more influenced by book covers when selecting fiction books in the 
middle school library? 

Significance of the Study 

The literature on book covers, their appeal, and particularly the possible impact 

on a young adult's selection of a book is brief. Although a 1998 marketing report in 

Publisher's Weekly found that 57% of teens surveyed reported that the front or back 

cover of the book specifically influenced their purchase, few current empirical studies 

may be found (Ferguson 1998). 

A similar gap exists in regard to cover art and middle school students in the 

context of the library. In his 1998 survey of middle school students and fiction book 

covers, librarian Ed Sullivan concluded, "Publishers want books with covers that sell, 

so who better to ask than the people to whom they want to sell? Librarians and 

publishers should work together to empower young people by asking them what they 

want and doing our best to give it to them" (Sullivan 1998, 182). This study will 

attempt, in some small measure, to narrow the gap in the literature by empowering Y As 
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in asking their opinions on book covers and the impact, if any, that covers have on their 

choice of books. If answers emerge to show how middle school students select books, 

they can offer insight for librarians who seek to create lifelong readers. Educators may 

be able to create experiences, both in the classroom and in the library, that enhance the 

strengths students have in choosing books and that will build on areas where students 

are less knowledgeable. Although there are contributions the study may make, it is 

recognized that there are inherent limitations as well. 

Limitations 

Limitations to the study are as follows: 

1. The respondents in this study are limited to a self-selected sample of students in 
one North Central Texas middle school. These students may or may not be 
representative of middle school students in general. 

2. The books chosen for the study are limited to the fiction books reviewed for 
grades 6, 7, or 8 of the 2005 Quick Picks list. These books and their covers may 
not be representative of the body of newly-published books for middle school 
readers. 

3. The membership of the Quick Picks committee changes slightly from year to 
year. While each committee strives to select books within a consistent 
framework of guidelines, lists may reflect the personality and preferences of 
individual committees. 

4. The appeal of book covers is subjective and varies from person to person. 

5. The appeal of specific aspects of a book cover may be difficult to isolate. 

6. The potential appeal of a book cover is only one possible factor among many 
that may be present in self-selecting books to read for pleasure. The appeal of a 
book cover may not be related to finding a book that one will enjoy reading. 

7. This study may not allow for generalization beyond the work at hand. 
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Assumptions 

The assumptions guiding the study are as follows: 

1. Though subjective, the appeal of book covers is one of many factors that may 
influence the self-selection of fiction books by middle school students in the 
school library. 

2. Middle school students are able to identify which covers hold potential appeal 
for them. 

3. Middle school students are able to identify specific elements of covers that 
appeal to them. 

4. Middle school students are able to verbalize strategies by which they self-select 
fiction books in the school library. 

5. Middle school students are able to identify their level of reading enjoyment. 

6. The librarians who compose the Quick Picks committee are professionals who 
are qualified and competent to select books with cover art that may appeal to 
reluctant young adult readers. 

7. Books with cover art chosen to appeal to reluctant young adult readers may hold 
appeal to other readers as well. 

Good Books, Ugly Covers 

Middle school students can be tough customers in the school library. Their lives 

are busy, and when they have free time sandwiched between homework, lessons, and 

sports, they often want to spend it socializing rather than reading. They tend to be 

skeptical, judgmental, and ruthless as to their likes and dislikes. So it is with a dubious 

interest that they regard the librarian's announcement. "Today I'm going to talk to you 

about ugly books," the librarian remarks. "I've covered them with brown paper 

because you'd never check them out if you could see the covers." She directs the 

students' attention to a cart filled with many books, indeed wrapped in brown paper. 

One at a time, the librarian talks about each book. For some she gives a quick plot 

summary, and for others she reads an intriguing passage or simply offers a one-sentence 
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hook about the action in the book. Afterward, many students clamored for the books, 

but most looked doubtful as they removed the brown wrapping to reveal the ugly cover. 

"Just give it a try," urged the librarian. "If you don't like it, you can bring it back, and 

we'll find another book you do like." Some weeks later many students were surprised 

how much they enjoyed these good books with bad covers. "I really liked this one even 

though I didn't think I would," grinned a boy as he dropped it into the bookdrop. "Do 

you have any more ugly books like this one?" 

Although true, is this incident typical for middle school students? Are book 

covers so important that students must be coaxed into reading books that look 

unappealing? How do middle school readers decide which books to check out? Are 

covers more important than genres? What kinds of covers do teens find attractive? Are 

some readers more influenced by covers than others? Questions like these sparked the 

idea behind this study. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF TIIE LITERATURE 

Introduction 

No study stands in isolation. At the onset of any work, it is critical to consider 

the subject as a whole, tease out its separate strands, and then examine each in light of 

the existing body of literature. In order to learn how middle school students choose 

books in a school library setting, several pieces should be considered. Is self-selection 

important to middle school students, and if so, can readers' advisory be helpful to 

them? Are there patterns in the reading preferences of young adults that could provide 

insight to librarians? Are book covers important to middle schoolers? How does the 

industry publish and market book covers that may appeal to teens? What is the 

background of the Quick Picks list, and how does this list seek to impact readers? This 

chapter will highlight the body of research on these topics in order to provide a 

foundation for the study at hand. 

Self-Selection of Books 

As young adults begin to assert their independence, personal choice is 

important. A 2003 poll conducted by Teenreads.com may shed a bit of light on this 

desire as it applies to book selection. According to this survey, teens felt they had 

better results in finding interesting books than when adults attempted to do it for them. 

When asked, "Do you think your parents and other grownups are good at selecting 
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books for you," only 17% of teens surveyed responded positively to "Yes, I usually like 

what they give me" (Teenreads.com 2003, n.p.). Almost 45% of respondents agreed 

that adults "Get it right some of the time" (Teenreads.com 2003, n.p.). Twenty-one per 

cent of teens indicated, "Sometimes I wonder if they know who I am when I get a 

book," and slightly more than 17% responded in the negative by selecting, "There is no 

way that they can buy books for me" (Teenreads.com 2003, n.p.). If teens do not rely 

on adults to select books for them, what are the strategies that they use to self-select 

books? 

In an effort to gauge student reaction to booktalking in the secondary school 

library, Braeder surveyed 440 randomly selected students in grades 8-12 in a 1984 

study. When asked how they normally chose books from the school library, 319 

students (71.36%) selected browsing as their answer, while recommendations from a 

friend came in a distant second with 58 responses 13.13%. Subject and author ranked 

third and fourth, with 39 and 29 replies respectively. Trailing the list were 

recommendations from librarians with ten responses and recommendations from 

teachers with three responses (Braeder 1984). The researcher conducted eighteen 

booktalks for 440 students during one semester, followed by an additional survey. An 

overwhelming 72.27% of respondents indicated that the booktalks were helpful in their 

search for a book, and 70.45% of students checked out books as a result of the 

booktalks (Braeder 1984). 

A young adult library survey conducted in 1989 by the West Vancouver 

Municipal Library found that 62.1 % of the 620 respondents in grades 7 to 11 selected 
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library books by browsing the shelves. Other methods mentioned were choosing books 

according to subject (36.2%), talcing the recommendation of family or friends (25.4%), 

and choosing a book based on its author (25.4%). Teens surveyed did not often talce the 

advice of teachers or librarians when selecting books. Only 6.1 % of the respondents 

reported that they opted for books based on recommendations from a teacher, and an 

even smaller 5.4% noted that they selected books from a librarian's recommendation 

(George 1989). 

In speaking about book selection in the context of reading classrooms, Marlow 

Ediger opined, "Interest is a powerful psychological factor in learning. The emerging 

adolescent needs to experience an interesting reading curriculum in order to achieve 

more optimally. Middle school students, then, individually need to be involved in 

seeking, selecting, and pursuing reading materials that insure the attention of the 

learner" (Ediger 1992, 171 ). To this end, the author discussed various curricular 

activities collected from teachers designed to boost reading improvement and student 

interest for middle schoolers. Some of these included conducting "seminar" reading 

where a small group of students read and discussed the same book, using alternative 

assessments after reading such as creating a mural or diorama, writing a different 

ending for the book, and reading additional books by the same author. Ediger 

concluded, "Self-selection of reading materials encourages interest in reading" (Ediger 

1992, 173). 

Believing that "interest greatly influences behavior and is capable of either 

increasing or reducing student motivation to read," Gerlach and Rinehart chose to focus 
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research "on how and why students choose reading material" in the hopes that their data 

might assist teachers in finding ways to make the teaching of reading more meaningful 

to their middle school students (Gerlach and Rinehart 1992, 290). Their study involved 

31 randomly chosen seventh and eighth grade students with reading levels from fifth to 

ninth grade. The researchers elected to use ten fiction books by recently published, 

recognized YA authors. Interviewed separately in the school library, each student was 

asked to view the ten books and explain whether he or she might like to read them and 

why. Selection strategies mentioned by students included, in order, reading the flap 

copy swnmary on the dust jacket, the cover illustration, the title, genre, size of print, 

and the vocabulary level of the book (Gerlach and Rinehart 1992). Most students 

revealed that they did not use the school library unless forced to do so by their teachers, 

and several associated it with boredom or even trouble. Replies included, "I haven't 

been to the library in two years. It's a boring place to go" and "I hate the library. You 

just sit and try to be quiet. Sometimes I get in trouble in the library" (Gerlach and 

Rinehart 992,294). In addition, students disclosed that teachers normally did not 

recommend books and that the best book suggestions come from friends. Gerlach and 

Rinehart concluded the study with implications for the middle school reading 

classroom, noting that teachers should constantly strive to be familiar with the best of 

new books. These researchers suggested that interest surveys from students would be 

helpful classroom tools (Gerlach and Rinehart 1992). 
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Hilda E. Ollmann, a middle school reading and language arts teacher, used two 

1993 questionnaires to investigate ways in which seventh grade students chose stories 

to read from a literature anthology. Since cover art obviously could not be used as 

selection criteria for short stories in an anthology, many of 011mann' s findings are not 

directly applicable to this study; however, by using student answers as a springboard for 

discussion, she hoped these strategies would transfer to selection of library books 

(Ollmann 1993, 649). Using a lesson on persuasion as a connection, Ollmann 

encouraged her students to consider the "persuasive purposes of book cover art" 

(Ollmann 1993, 652). She and her students scrutinized the original hardback jacket and 

a newer paperback cover for Tamora Pierce's Lioness Rampant (Pierce 1990; Pierce 

1998). Because the book covers are very different, students were incredulous that they 

were for the same book and found the paperback cover much more appealing. Author 

Joan Lowery Nixon subsequently visited Ollmann's school and told students that artists 

seldom read the books before they draw the cover art. Then she related a story of how 

artists proposed "towering mountains" for the jacket of one of Nixon's books set in 

"neighboring (flat) Houston, Texas" (Ollmann 1993, 652). Ollmann and her students 

concluded that book covers can be misleading to readers, and the teacher modeled 

"multiple strategies" to choose literature, including ''use of title, author, pictures, 

editor's summary, and random samplings of the text to predict plot and mood" (Oilman 

1993, 652). The librarian advocated ~dent participation in a library project to write 

critiques for books they enjoyed (Ollmann 1993, 651). Although conducted in the 

reading and language arts classroom, Oilman believed that the self-selection 
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discussions she modeled have implications for the school library, and she involved the 

librarian in the class project. 

"Longitudinal Study of the Reading Attitudes and Behaviors of Middle School 

Students" was the topic of the 1994 Terry Ley three-year panel study (Ley 1994). To 

gauge the level of voluntary reading activity and attitude toward reading, 164 students 

were given the Teale-Lewis Reading Attitude Scale in the sixth, seventh, and eighth 

grades. Generally, both students' voluntary reading and their attitudes toward reading 

declined during the three-year period although eighth graders showed a slightly higher 

'Enjoyment' score than sixth graders. Gender and ethnicity were not found to be 

statistically significant (Ley 1994 ). In regard to implications, Ley and others reported, 

"Self-selection strategies appear to have a great deal to offer educators who want to 

neutralize middle school students' declining reading attitudes ... " (Ley 1994, 33). 

Continuing in the same train of thought, "Permitting students to choose what they want 

to read as often as possible gives them the opportunity to exercise and explore the clues 

that they assign to the task of reading" (Ley 1994, 33). 

In a 1994 article, Rinehart, Gerlach, and Wisell noted that past research in the 

area of self-selection of books by students centered on the topic of reading interests 

(Rinehart 1994, 141). Their study focused on "how adolescent readers choose particular 

fiction to read" rather than what they choose. "Specifically, we were interested in 

identifying what clues students relied on and under what circumstances those clues 

helped readers make choices" (Rinehart 1994, 141). Using qualitative methods, 

Rinehart and others ascertained that "choices by junior high students came more from 
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cover clues than from a general interest in the topic" (Rinehart 1994, 141 ). In addition, 

they noted that the back of book summary, or BOB as they termed it, was the 

predominant cover clue used by students surveyed, accounting for half of the 

references. Rinehart defined the BOB summary as the description of the book on the 

back cover or inside flap of the book. Consequently, Rinehart fixed the attention of the 

study on the BOB summary and its importance to junior high readers as a sselection 

tool (Rinehart 1994). 

Rinehart and others directed a follow-up study in 1998 to inquire how eighth 

graders used book cover clues for self-selection of pleasure reading (Rinehart 1998). 

Students were asked to preview one of 25 randomly selected, newly-published :fiction 

books to determine if they might want to read it based on the title, cover illustration, 

and BOB summary (Rinehart 1998). Participants were given several weeks to read the 

book, after which a follow-up interview was conducted. Of 25 students in the study, 

75% were able to confirm their earlier prediction that they would like a book before 

reading it. Most of Rinehart's follow-up dealt with the BOB, and although the study 

concluded "adolescent readers were able to draw important clues from BOB 

summaries, titles, and cover illustrations" (Rinehart 1998, 27 4 ), further implications of 

cover illustrations upon student choice were not discussed. As with the previous study, 

Rinehart et al. found implications for the reading classroom, including the need for 

teachers to model talking about books and making book recommendations to students 

(Rinehart 1998). 
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The reading and information use by secondary students, including the 

self-selection of books, formed the focus of a 1997 South African pilot project 

involving the Department of Education's Children's Literature Research group. Phase 

one included participants aged 14 to 16 in grades 8, 9, or 10, with 292 full 

questionnaires received. Results were compared with those of a previous similar study 

in the United Kingdom. Almost half of all respondents in both countries said they 

chose books "often" or "very often" based on whether it had an "interesting title," and 

the flap copy or blurbs on the back cover were also important factors (Olen 1997, 115). · 

Almost one quarter of South African students, or 24.1 % of boys and 20.8% of girls, 

listed the cover as often being influential in their choice. These students indicated that 

"modem" covers held the most appeal (Olen 1997, 115). 

In a 1999 study, literacy specialist Sharon Greaney surveyed an unreported 

number of students in grades 3-8 to establish factors that influenced their book 

selections. An overwhelming 76% of students indicated that they selected books 

according to ''topic" (Greaney 1999, 12). Although the article failed to report 

percentages for other responses, the study listed these selection criteria in order of 

importance: topic, genre, series, cover, author, blurb on back of the jacket, 

recommendations from friends, teacher recommendations, and parent recommendations 

(Greaney 1999, 12). Greaney examined responses in light of gender, reading ability, 

and grade, finding that girls were more likely to use written blurbs on the cover to 

select books while boys opted for cover art, the author, or the topic (Greaney 1999, 13). 

She grouped students by high, average, or low reading ability and determined that both 
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average and low readers tended to be strongly influenced by book covers while high 

readers relied more on the book's topic or written blurb (Greaney 1999, 13). Finally, 

she studied responses by grade. While students in grades 3, 4, or 5 ranked cover art as 

"very influential," middle school readers rated genre as their highest criteria (Greaney 

1999, 13 ). At the bottom of the list for every grade was a recommendation by an adult. 

Greaney concluded her study with implications for the reading classroom. Based on the 

responses given, Greaney surmised that students chose books based on "surface 

features" (Greaney 1999, 14 ). She proposed that reading teachers should help make 

students aware of their selection process, should discuss factors impacting their book 

choices, and should provide frequent opportunities for classroom book discussions 

(Greaney 1999, 14 ). 

Melissa Tardiff examined the methods that ten-year-olds used to select reading 

materials from the school library in a 2003 North Carolina study. In three separate 

focus groups, a total of fifteen fifth graders were interviewed about how they chose 

books. Her :findings showed that these students were least likely to select books with 

the help of a librarian than by any other means. Tardiff noted that only one student 

mentioned asking a librarian for help and that "other students expressed doubt that 

librarians or teachers would be able to recommend a book they liked" (Tardiff 2003, 

24). Although the majority of students failed to note any single approach toward book 

selection, the most common means was to read the back of the book jacket or to read a 

selection from within the book. Students also made mention of the importance of the 

title, the cover, and topic. Somewhat less important were the author, recommendation 
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from a peer, using the online computer catalog, and browsing (Tardiff2003). Tardiff 

purported that librarians may be better equipped to assist children in finding books of 

interest if they know how students select books. She recommended colorful displays, 

books with attractive covers, bookmarks featuring popular authors, and book reviews 

written by students. Tardiff asserted that librarians should keep current in children's 

literature, display a ''willingness and enthusiasm in helping children select reading 

material that they will enjoy," and utilize reference interviews for readers' advisory 

(Tardiff 2003, 26). 

With the emphasis on self-selection, these studies echoed the work of G. Robert 

Carlsen, who espoused the notion of freedom of choice in reading materials to meet a 

young adult's desire for "self-sufficiency without adult domination" (Carlsen 1980, 9). 

In Books and the Teenage Reader, Carlsen avowed that the following conditions must 

be satisfied in order for reading to hold importance for teens: 

• They are surrounded with reading materials within their spectrum of 
interests. 

• They read within a supportive, non-threatening situation. 
• They are given time to read. 
• They can share their reading experiences. 
• They have readily available reading matter (Carlsen 1980, 7-8). 

Within the constructs of the school library, many of these needs may be fulfilled. 

Students ~ay be surrounded by books they may find interesting, they may find a 

supportive and non-threatening situation, they may be given time to read and an 

opportunity to share, and they may find a great deal of readily available reading matter. 

In short, libraries and librarians may play an important role in the reading attitudes and 
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habits of young adults by providing a variety of books from which they may self-select. 

The belief in allowing young patrons to self-select is evident through library literature 

as well. Hearne and Jenkins summarized the "central articles of faith according to the 

canon of children's librarians' professional literature" (Hearne 1999, 552). Among 

these tenets was, "A belief in the critical importance of individual choice in young 

people's reading" (Hearne 1999, 553). The belief in allowing young people to have 

choice in their selection of books is also important to readers' advisory. 

Readers' Advisory and Libraries 

After a lively debate, the American Library Association's 2004 Executive 

Council voted resoundingly to keep its motto, penn~d in 1892 by ALA founder Melvil 

Dewey, "The best reading, for the largest number, at the least cost" (ALA 2004). Anne 

Carroll Moore, pioneer of children's services at New York Public Library in 1906 

(Hearne 1999) voiced it this way, "The right book into the hands of the right child at the 

right time" (Hearn 1999, 551). This concept is commonly called readers' advisory 

(RA), and Rosemary Chance purported that, "Using reader's advisory techniques can 

help students select books they'll enjoy. Some young adults are overwhelmed with 

choices; some are overwhelmed with the large numbers in the collection. They don't 

know where to begin. Reader's advisory can put them at ease" (Chance 1997, 55). In 

providing RA advice to librarians, Chance suggested the following: "Ask questions, 

listen carefully, suggest titles and authors, read widely, and have many books available" 

(Chance 1997, 55). Mary Kay Chelton agreed with the exhortation to listen carefully, 

noting that a classic RA mistake is for the librarian to make an assumption about what 
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the patron wants before he/she has finished speaking. Chelton also cautioned against 

dependence on subject headings for fiction books, urged librarians to know about the 

appeal of books to their patrons, warned about getting past one's personal experience 

and into those of the reader, and exhorted librarians to provide personal follow through 

rather than sending patrons off alone to find a recommended book (Chelton 2003). In 

the context of the school library, Carol Ann Doll wrote, "It can be especially 

challenging (and rewarding) to do individual readers' advisory with young adults," so 

librarians must read widely, know the library collection well, and be aware of 

professional sources to consult (Doll 2000). 

Shearer and Bracy devised a study where graduate students in library science 

acted as patrons in public libraries to test RA services. Students requested assistance in 

selecting a book similar to one they had recently read. Their queries elicited a broad 

range of responses from librarians whose manners ranged from "cold, mechanical, or 

off-putting" to ''warm and friendly" (Shearer 1994, 457). Some librarians' suggestions 

provided very little insight and help while others "exhibited a depth and range of 

knowledge that was impressive" (Shearer 1994, 457). Researchers concluded that 

"successful readers' advisory transactions are about relating Reader A's experience 

with Book A to the likelihood that Reader A would value the experience of reading 

Book B" (Shearer 1994, 457). Student patrons underscored the value of common 

courtesy, respect, and avoidance of stereotyping, noting some cases in which librarians 

recommended different books to patrons of different ethnicities although their requests 

were identical. This study suggests that librarians who read widely and understand 
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qualities of good writing may be more successful with readers' advisory. Shearer and 

Bracy stressed that little RA research exists and that their own findings are preJirninary 

(Shearer 1994). 

Because of the aforementioned need for RA research, Bracy conducted a 

follow-up study on readers' advisory with a total of twenty-seven graduate students. 

Divided into two phases, the students first went to various public libraries in the area 

and requested a book similar to Mildred Taylor's Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry 

(Taylor 1976). Taylor's book was chosen because it received the Newbery medal, 

continues to be popular many years after its publication, and reflects an "ethnic 

perspective" (Bracy 1996). During the second phase of the study, students requested a 

book similar to any children's or young adult book of interest. Although most student 

patrons reported overall satisfaction with their experiences, Bracy noted that only a 

minimum of encounters displayed a thorough approach to readers' advisory. Bracy 

advocated that best practice would first involve an attempt to discover why the book 

might appeal to the patron and then to recommend a title based on that appeal. Many 

librarians in this study recommended only other books by the same author or another 

book by an African-American author. While several librarians consulted the card 

catalog or OP AC, few made use of applicable bibliographic reference materials, and 

most failed to sufficiently follow-up with questions geared to determine the specific 

area of appeal to the patron (Bracy 1996). 

A 1997 study by Catherine Tracz sought to determine the status of readers' 

advisory services in Ohio Public Libraries. Through the use of a questionnaire, Tracz 
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determined that most public services librarians felt that readers' advisory was part of 

their job description although the data shows a lack of administrative support in a 

formally organized way (Tracz 1997). Of the 87 libraries responding, a majority noted 

the existence of passive readers' advisory techniques such as labeling books by genre, 

book displays, and the availability of readers' advisory resources, bookmarks, and 

booklists. Almost 70% of libraries reported that no attempt was made to advertise 

readers' advisory services while 23% publicized in a library newsletter and 18.4% 

advertised in a local newspaper (Tracz 1997). Funding and lack of personnel were 

generally blamed for these shortcomings. 

The Reference and User Services Association (RUSA) of the American Library 

Association holds the belief that readers' advisory has been "reinvigorated" in the past 

decade (RUSA 2004). RUSA stated, "At its core, the reader/librarian interaction is a 

discussion about books. Unlike a reference transaction, there is really not a right or 

wrong answer to a readers' advisory transaction. The goal of the readers' advisory 

transaction is to make the reader feel that the library is a welcoming place to come and 

talk about the stories that are important to them" (RUSA 2004). This objective was 

underscored in S.R. Ranganathan's Five Laws of Library Science, basic precepts of 

library service that are the crux of readers' advisory today as much as when they were 

written in 1931 : 

1. Books are for use. 
2. Every reader his book. 
3. Every book its reader. 
4. Save the time of the reader. 
5. The library is a growing organism (Ranganathan 1963). 
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In order to be successful in pairing every reader with his or her book, librarians must 

know their collections well, read widely, listen carefully, and ask thoughtful questions 

to determine what the patron wants. Knowing the reading preferences of adolescents 

facilitates this process for librarians whose patrons are middle school readers. 

The Reading Preferences of Adolescents 

One of the most consistent things about middle school students seems to be 

their diversity. At any given point these twelve to fourteen-year-olds vary greatly in 

intellectual abilities, maturity, and interests, so characterizing their reading preferences 

would seem to be a daunting task. G. Robert Carlsen noted, however, that the 

preferences of these young adults fall into predictable stages. Carlsen believed that 

adolescents pass through phases of reading development and that their chronological 

age is a better indicator of reading preferences than their mental age. 

"For over fifty years now, studies have shown that reading tastes 
develop in predictable stages. They show that these patterns are 
singularly unaffected by the geographic location of the reader, by the 
educational program that he has experienced, or by his basic natural 
intelligence. Bright, average, and below average students want the 
same kinds of experiences in books at about the same chronological 
age. (Sherrill 1994, 64). 

Building on the previous work of Margaret Early's "Stages of Growth in Literary 

Appreciation," (Early 1960) Carlsen set the early adolescent stage of reading 

development to encompass young people from ages eleven to fourteen and grades five 

through eight or nine. He affirmed that many of these readers may be most interested 

in stories about animals, adventure, the supernatural, sports, growing up around the 
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world, home and family life, slapstick, settings in the past, fantasy, and mysteries 

(Sherrill 1994 ). 

One of the pieces of foundational research for Carlsen's assertion was the work 

of George W. Norvell, a supervisor of English in the New York Department of 

Education, who espoused as early as 1946 that schools were failing to nurture a love of 

reading. And what did Norvell say was the "simple, but not easy" fix?" (Norvell 1946, 

531 ). He advocated that educators should, "Make reading genuinely attractive to our 

students" (Norvell 1946, 531). Norvell tabulated 1,590,000 surveys from over 50,000 

secondary students across New York State over an unspecified twelve-year period 

(Norvell 1946). He contended that gender was a powerful indicator of preference but 

found that both male and female readers enjoyed adventure, humorous poems, 

mysteries, and stories about games and animals. Norvell noted primarily male interest 

when reading material involved war, wild animals, and science, while females tended to 

enjoy romance, poems, and stories of home and family life. Neither gender expressed 

particular interest in poems about nature, subtle humor, letters, or materials 

philosophical or didactic in nature (Norvell 1946). Among the implications in this 

early study, Norvell asserted, "To increase reading skill, promote the reading habit, and 

produce a generation of book lovers, there is no other factor as powerful as interest" 

(Norvell 1946, 536). 

In a 1999 Texas study involving three separate middle schools, Worthy, 

Moorman, and Turner examined the reading preferences of 426 sixth grade students 

with a two-part survey developed from other preference studies, previous research by 
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these investigators, and best seller lists (Worthy 1999). Students were asked to check 

which of the 21 types of materials such as novels, informational books, magazines, 

comics, and poetry they would most like to read. Students were also asked to name one 

favorite author and to state what they would read if given any choice. When asked 

what they would read if it could be anything at all, scary books received the most votes 

with 141. Sports magazines and books rated second with 41 tallies, followed by comics 

and cartoons, teen magazines, mysteries, car magazines, science fiction, fantasy, and 

romance, to name a few. It is interesting to note that scary stories or books with scary 

themes rated number one with both male and female respondents no matter their 

achievement level, attitude, or socioeconomic status. Worthy expected that most 

students would obtain the materials they read from the school library or teachers, but 

56% of students claimed they purchased what they read or brought it from home, 

generally because they were not able to find what they liked to read at school. Worthy 

concluded that it is important for students to find enjoyable reading materials at school 

and that, "The answer to motivating students to read is as simple as encouraging them 

to follow their interests" (Worthy 1999, 34). 

Y ALSA and Smartgirl.org joined forces in 1999 to sponsor an online reading 

survey in conjunction with Teen Read Week (Smartgirl.org 1999). During a three

week period in October of that year, a total of 3,072 respondents ages 11 to 18 logged 

in to complete the questions. Of these, 1,826 were female, and 1,246 were male. 

Participants reported that they "like to read when they have time" (72%) and enjoyed 

reading books, magazines, the newspaper, and even the back of cereal boxes 
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(Smartgirl.org 1999, n.p.). Liste~ as the favorite type of reading material were 

mysteries, adventure, horror, and true stories, in that order. The survey found that lack 

of time was the biggest deterrent to reading, with 81 % of girls and 62% of boys stating 

that they would read more if homework and extracurricular activities took less time 

(Smartgirl.org 1999). 

In 2000, Ivey and Broaddus surveyed over 400 sixth graders in the Northeast 

and Mid-Atlantic sections of the United States (Ivey 2000). They compared the results 

of their study with data collected by the 1999 Worthy data. Both studies reported that 

sixth graders enjoyed scary stories, books about sports, comics, and magazines as well 

as books with adventurous themes. Ivey and Broaddus noted a mismatch between 

assigned school reading and what students enjoyed. They bemoaned the fact that most 

teachers claimed independent reading to be valuable, yet they felt that the curriculum 

left little time for free reading. These researchers underscored the fact that "reading 

preferences were remarkably consistent in middle school readers regardless of gender, 

achievement, reading attitudes, and income level" (Ivey 2000, 3). 

In 2001, Ivey and ·Broaddus again surveyed sixth graders from two separate 

northeastern areas of the United States (Ivey 2001). Respondents numbered 1,765 and 

completed open-ended questions and checklists on reading. In follow-ups, Ivey and 

Broaddus interviewed 15 boys and 16 girls for more in-depth responses. Students listed 

"finding good materials to read" and "having choice in the ;selection of these materials" 

as motivational in 42% of the cases. The library ranked highest as the source for 

reading materials, with 61% citing the public library and 55% naming the school library 
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(Ivey 2001, 361). Bookstores and home ranked next, with only 28% of respondents 

being able to find books they enjoyed in their classrooms. When asked what they liked 

to read, the following choice ranked in this order: magazines, adventure books, 

mysteries, scary stories, joke books, books about animals, comic books, series books, 

sports, books about people their own age, fantasy, science :fiction, newspapers, poetry, 

history, and science (Ivey 2001, 365). 

Teachers Mary Anne Love and Carol Robinson designed a 2001 study to learn 

more about meeting the needs of advanced middle school readers (Love 2001 ). They 

screened 446 seventh graders in their school with the Gates-MacGinitie Reading Test. 

The first cut narrowed the group to 94 students (20%) who scored above the twelfth

grade level in comprehension. Taking care to balance the sample by gender and ethnic 

diversity, the researchers further reduced the sample to 24 students by three subsequent 

screening measures including grades and other test scores. A total of 22 students 

present on the day of testing answered a variety of questions about reading. Nearly 

65% of respondents reported that they read almost every day, both when assigned by a 

teacher and on their own. When asked about their choice of reading fare, 50% of 

students opted for fantasy, adventure, and horror. Another 23% mentioned science 

fiction books or those having to do with technology. Newspapers, magazines, "real 

life" books, and biography ranked highly with these students as well. Love et al. 

recognized that their middle school readers might read at various stages of development 

including ''unconscious delight level, reading to enjoy vicarious experiences, or seeing 

themselves in the situations and characters in the book" (Love 2001, n.p.). 
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A 2002 follow-up to the 1999 online survey by Y ALSA and Smartgirl.org 

generated 6,458 participants, with the average age of 13 (Smartgirl.org 2002). Ofthese, 

63% were female and 37% male. No_slouches in the classroom, 66% of these students 

said their grades were excellent or good. Almost 45% offered that they like reading "a 

lot," and of these, 73 .86% considered themselves to be advanced readers (Smartgirl.org 

2002). These teens tended to visit their school libraries once a week and the public 

library about once every three months. Their preferences included the following 

genres: adventure, mystery, fantasy, horror, true stories, romance, sports, science 

fiction, autobiographies or biographies, and hobbies (Smartgirl.org 2002.). 

Brian Sturm compared twenty-two separate studies on reading preferences, 

beginning with an 1899 study by Clara Vostrovsky and concluding with his own 

research in 2003 (Sturm 2003). Although Sturm cautioned that the studies are difficult 

to equate because of variations in method, number and age of participants, setting, and 

other variables, he affirmed, "some interesting trends are evident" as illustrated in the 

examples to follow (Sturm 2003, n.p.). In 1899, Clara Vostrovsky conducted what is 

quite possibly the first reading preference research by surveying 1,269 children between 

the ages of nine and nineteen to ask "What was the name of your last book?" After 

categorizing the responses, Vostrovsky cited preferences in the following order: 

"Juvenile story books, fiction, history/historical biography, literature/literary biography, 

science, miscellaneous, and travels" (Sturm 2003, n.p.). Sturm's own reading interest 

study, conducted 104 years after Vostrovsky's, remarkably found student interest in 

some of the same genres. In order, the top eight responses included these topics: 
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"Animals, science, sports, literature, biography, history, computers and careers" (Sturm 

2003). Of the twenty-two total studies he compared, Sturm found the topic of animals 

to be a favorite in thirteen. Sports, mysteries, fantasy, science fiction, and fairy tales 

appeared near the top in many, causing Sturm to conclude, "While popular psychology 

and social trends may vary over time, children's interests and preferences for reading 

and information remain fairly constant. More thorough historical research needs to be 

done to verify this possibility" (Sturm 2003, n.p.). 

Carlsen and Sturm found similarities in the reading preferences of adolescents 

over a fifty-year period, and these studies conducted since 1999 seem to note similar 

patterns as well. Although the designations may change, the adolescent yen for 

adventure, scary stories, horror, mystery, fantasy, and sports seems to remain high. 

Although the study at hand focuses on how students select fiction books from the 

school library, these preferences may be indicative of what these readers will check out 

most often. These studies may provide foundational knowledge to librarians for more 

effective readers' advisory. Based on this knowledge, it would seem that librarians 

might be able to predict types of books that readers of certain ages might enjoy. What 

is not yet clear is whether the covers of these books make a difference as teens make 

selections. As teens select these mysteries, adventure stories, and fantasies, do they 

consider the book's cover? 
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The Importance of Book Covers to Teen Readers 

How important are book covers to teens? In a 1987 Publishers Weekly article, 

Dilys Evans contended, "Whether purchased from a bookstore or borrowed from a 

library, a book must have a strong, visually compelling image on its cover to get 

someone interested in reading it. Teenagers today are likely more sophisticated and 

visually oriented. A book, in order to stand out among hundreds of others on the shelf, 

must grab the browser's attention immediately" (Evans 1987, 112). Six years later in a 

School Library Journal column, Carolyn Caywood agreed, "Today's teenagers have 

been exposed to marketing from birth and expect to be able to decipher product 

packaging. When they look at the cover of a book, they assume it describes the 

contents" (Caywood 1993, 58). Seventeen years later, Ty Burns, chair of the 2004 

Quick Picks for Reluctant Young Adult Readers list, still felt Evans' assertions held 

true, "In this age of students raised on the graphics of TV, movies, computers, and 

video games, book cover illustrations can make or break a book. Teens today expect a 

book to grab their attention just like the movie trailers, and the cover art must deliver" 

(Burns 2004, n.p.) Certainly publishers recognize this fact. "The book's cover is 

absolutely the single most important thing about the physical object that is the book," 

remarked a vice president from Little, Brown (Feldman 1991, 46). "We look at the 

jacket as advertising. It is the first invitation to pick up the book," agreed an executive 

vice president for Scholastic Books (Feldman 1991, 46). 

Many young adult librarians agreed that covers strongly influence their teen 

patrons. YA specialist Tracey Firestone felt that first impressions count and remarked, 
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"Many readers see the cover image as a 'movie poster' to draw in a potential reader. 

It's faster to get a vibe about the story from looking at a picture than it is from reading 

the dust jacket. It's an imperfect weeding process for the browser but it's a place where 

many ofus will start" (Firestone 2004, n.p.). Even a book with timeless appeal may 

not be read if the cover dates the story with fashions, colors or patterns that are out of 

style. "I have heard teens snicker as they look at the old covers and put the book back 

on the shelf' (Firestone 2004, n.p.). YA librarian David Black also noticed that teens 

seldom chose books with outdated characters on the covers. For Black, "Covers can 

make or break marketing of books to YAs" (Black, 2004, n.p.). He remarked that teens 

prefer covers that do not give away too much of the story and noted that the age of the 

characters on the cover may limit the book. "If the characters appear too young, teens 

of that age and older will not pick up the book without some really hard selling" (Black 

2004, n.p.) YA Services Coordinator RoseMary Honnold shelved many books face out 

in the manner of some bookstores and noticed that these were often the first to be 

checked out by teen patrons. "I think covers are important to catch the quick eye of a 

teen reader. The colors, print, and special treatments like embossed letters or cutouts 

just naturally catch your eye and say the inside is as exciting and interesting as the 

outside" (Honnold 2004, n.p.). Ty Burns, 2004 chair of the Quick Picks committee, 

also saw patterns in the book jackets teens found appealing. In his opinion covers 

should catch the eye with vibrant colors, as he believes black and white may be a turn

off. The cover should be detailed, true to the story, not boring, and not too cartoonish. 

If there are characters on the cover, they must not look too young (Burns 2004). 
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But do teens themselves agree that covers are important? Librarian Laura 

Glaser polled junior high school students in her school library and came to the 

conclusion that covers do matter to these readers. "An attractive, enticing cover will 

attract a reader, though not keep one," Glaser commented. In regard to book covers and 

self-selection, Glaser's students felt that a book with a "bad cover'' can be overcome if 

someone whom they trust recommended the book. Almost unanimously, these readers 

agreed that recommendations override cover appeal (Glaser 2004, n.p.). 

Librarian Ed Sullivan conducted a 2000 follow-up to an earlier study in which 

teen patrons evaluated book jackets. Specifically, Sullivan noted these expectations 

from the young adult participants: 

• A cover should give some idea what the story is about. 

• A cover should give some idea what kind of story it is. 

• The cover should be "real" [12 of 15 books evaluated were realistic :fiction]. 

• Color is a big factor for teens, although no preference could be found 
between one black and white and one color cover. 

• Action and emotion are important cover elements. Respondents preferred 
covers featuring people "doing something" or ones which provoked 
emotions such as fright, humor, or sadness (Sullivan 2000, 24 7). 

Sullivan wrote, "The most significant conclusion emerging from this survey was 

apparent in my last survey: cover art is extremely important in helping young adults 

decide whether or not to read a book. They scrutinize every detail, and they have very 

definite expectations of what a good cover should convey" (Sullivan 2000, 24 7). 

47 



An online Question of the Week poll conducted by Teenreads.com during the 

week of July 18, 2001, posted the query, "Does a book's cover ever affect your decision 

to buy it? Which book do you think has a great cover?" Although purchasing a book is 

admittedly different from checking one out, these teen responses may be indicative of 

whether book jackets do matter. Of28 postings, only two teens replied that covers do 

not factor in their decision. Seventeen respondents agreed that covers greatly influence 

their purchases, and nine readers admitted that covers sometimes sway their decision to 

buy a book (Teenreads.com 2001, n.p.). One honest teen wrote, "Even though most of 

us try to not judge [a book by its cover], in this day and age where anyone hardly ever 

even picks up any book, first impressions make all the difference in the world" 

(Teenreads.com 2001, n.p.). One response reflected a common misconception, "Yes, 

book covers usually affect whether or not I will either buy/read a book because if an 

author makes an attempt to make a cover look good then it maybe [sic] worth 

reading"(Teenreads.com 2004, n.p.). Other postings included: 

• ''I do judge books by their covers ... literally! If it has a corny cover I assume it 
will be a corny book. If it has an ugly cover I think it will be an ugly book. The 
book's cover should fit in with the theme of the book." 

• "It makes me pick it up. So, in some aspects it does affect my decision to buy 
it. If you read a lot you can usually just sort of tell by the font and various other 
things that a certain book is one you would be interested in. Then comes the 
reading of the summary and the first few pages of course." 

• "A cover may draw me to look at the book but it does not affect my decision to 
buy it. A book is only considered good by its text not by its shiny cover." 
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• "Yes, if a book has a really great cover it catches your eye and gets you to 
notice it and read the back while you may never notice the same book with a 
plain cover." 

• "The Harry Potter books have great covers. They give you just the right amount 
of hint to get you guessing, but they don't give anything away. They are drawn 
beautifully and artistically." 

• "Book covers do influence me greatly, actually. Sometimes I wish it didn't, 
because you shouldn't judge a book by it's [sic] cover. You canjudge it, of 
course, sometimes. Like you can tell if a book is for children, is romance, is 
horror, or is teen romance or light a.k.a. 'stereotypical and unimaginative'·teen 
writing." 

• "If I've never heard of the book or the author, then yes, the book cover does 
affect my choice." 

• "I don't care what the covers look like. For example, the V.C. Andrews' covers 
are really cheesy but the books rool [sic]." 

• "Of course it does! The book's cover is half the story. After all, first 
impressions make all the difference!" (Teenreads.com 2001, n.p.). 

If these teens are representative of their peers, the cover of a book may serve to 

catch the eye, create a first impression, hint at the plot, and give the reader a glimpse as 

to the book's genre. If book covers do influence where teens put their cash, then it 

follows that book jackets are important tools for publishers and booksellers alike. 

"Everyone in the business of selling books knows that 'don't judge a book by its cover' 

is a quaint expression with little relevance to retail. The selection of cover art is crucial 

in marketing a book," according to bookseller John Metzer (Sherman 1984, 84). If this 

assertion is true, how does marketing affect the covers of YA books? 
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Cover Art and Marketing to Teens 

In 2000, the Y ALSA Publishers' Liaison committee conducted a national 

survey of young adult librarians to determine how well publishers were meeting the 

needs of the young patrons they serve. Distributed through listservs and posted on 

YALSA's website, 200 YA librarians responded, with 69% being public librarians and 

the remaining 31 % school librarians. Librarians were asked to select the three factors 

that most often influenced the teens they serve when choosing books. Of the major 

responses, 31 % listed school assignments, 18% responded with jacket art, and 15% 

cited peer recommendation (Adams 2001, 32). The survey probed with a follow-up 

question, "If you could tell publishers one thing about jacket/cover art, what would it 

be?" (Adams 2001, 32). Some conflicting responses appeared; almost the same number 

of librarians requested realistic covers as did those who wanted abstract covers. 

Librarians appeared equally divided in requests for "trendy" covers as opposed to 

"timeless" covers. While this information isn't helpful to publishers, three distinct 

response patterns emerged that may offer helpful feedback. Receiving between 33 and 

43 responses each, librarians seemed to agree on the statements below: 

• Cover art should not look so young. 
• Cover art should represent the contents of the book. 
• Covers should be bright, colorful, and eye-catching (Adams, 2001, 33). 

Many librarians expressed a desire that publishers consult teens about their cover 

preferences and volunteered their libraries as a spot for market research to be 

conducted. 
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Tapping into what teens want is a priority for publishers, just as it is for 

librarians, although the motivation of the two groups is likely different. "They have a 

lot of money, these kids, and they spend," says Susan Katz, president of the children's 

division ofHarperCollins (Block 2000, 3). And spend they do. Teens in America , 

spent on average $104 per teen per week in 2001, for a total of $172 billion dollars 

(Rosen 2002, 84). A new report from Packaged Facts stated that U.S. consumers ages 

12 to 19 will, in fact, spend up to a total of $190 billion per year by 2006, an amount 

greater than the gross domestic product of Russia (Center 2004, n.p.). Of these 

purchases, teens bought a whopping 35.6 million books in 2001 (USA Today 2002). 

''No wonder that publishers and booksellers, along with clothing retailers, electronics 

purveyors, and just about everyone with something to sell, want to reach the teen 

market" (Rosen 2002, 84). Although not delineated by purchaser age group, in 2004 

paperback sales in the children's and young adult market showed a 3.8% gain over the 

previous year, with December's gift sales reaching a 12% rise. Most impressive was 

the December 2004 hardcover sales in the same market which saw an incredible 90.5% 

gain from the previous year, although even these numbers failed to pull up the 16.7% 

drop in hardcover sales for the year overall (Blough 2005, n.p.). 

In an article in Billboard magazine, marketing executive Omar Wasow 

claimed that the only thing harder than reaching teens was keeping up with their 

constantly changing tastes. "Teens are incredibly fickle," asserted Wasow. 

"You might get it, and you might not" (Ault 2003, 50). How then do retailers 
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decide what teens want? An October 2003 conference sponsored by Billboard, 

Adweek, Brandweek, Media Week, and The Hollywood Reporter discussed this 

dilemma. "It's very difficult for teens to articulate exactly what they want" 

explained Brian Graden, MTV' s entertainment president. "They're at the age 

where they're figuring it out." He admitted that focus groups are helpful but 

noted that teen tastes are mercurial. "Sometimes with research, you totally take 

it in and then throw it out and forget you ever saw it. [We] can figure it out 

through our intuition" (Ault 2003, 46). Wasow might agree in saying, "It can 

often be a crap shoot when trying to create 'an authentic experience' that will 

lead to teens parting with their money. My gut is there is no way to do that 

(Ault 2003, 50). Teens have "consumption ADD," said Marc Ecko, CEO of 

Ecko Unlimited, a clothing company (Ault 2003, 47). Other speakers noted that 

teens, faced with increasingly more entertainment and technology choices than 

ever, "defy simple categorization," and the theme of"balancing research against 

gut instinct in developing teen-friendly products and campaigns" resonated 

throughout the conference (Ault 2003, 7). 

Publishers Weekly staffer Shannon Maughan would likely agree that gut 

instinct is important when tapping the interests of teens in regard to books 

(Maughan 1999). "Keeping up with ever-changing teen tastes is a challenge 

publishers take seriously; having a keen eye counts for a lot. Editors and 

publicists routinely track other media-movies and television-and hope to 

catch a trend (or a star) on the rise" (Maughan 1999, 29). Such tendencies are 
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important to Viking [Penguin Putnam] assistant art director Nancy Brennan. 

"As designers, we do try to anticipate the trends by following design in other 

areas, like music and fashion" (Brennan, 2004, n.p.). Ann Zeak, one of the 

designers for the cover of One of Those Hideous Books Where the Mother Dies 

(Sones 2004 ), a Simon & Schuster book in this study, concurred, "Book 

designers are influenced by fashion, magazines, furniture design, and signage in 

stores. Design is influenced by design. We're like sponges," she remarked, 

"Basically anywhere we walk, we soak everything in. We see what colors are 

'in' and what's popular'' (Zeak 2004, n.p.). Editor Reka Simonsen of Henry 

Holt Books for Young Readers spoke to this issue when she wrote, "Trends in 

jacket art, like any other kind of trend, are based on what everyone else is doing 

and finding a way to fit that in a (hopefully) creative way. It's not like anyone 

says 'this year will be about tinted black and white photographs,' for example

an editor or designer sees a cover like that and finds it striking, and the idea 

stays in her mind and surfaces when she needs a jacket idea for a new novel" 

(Simonson 2004, n.p.). Zeak added, "Market research doesn't play a large part 

in our process. The executive art directors would have direct access to that 

information and they might indirectly filter it down to the designers working for 

them, but other than that designers don't base decisions on market research" 

(Zeak 2004, n.p.). 

The book market often reflects the publishing industry's savvy in keeping up 

with the tastes of their mercurial teen audience. Bethany Buck, vice president and 
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editorial director of Simon Pulse, a Simon & Schuster (S&S) imprint, explained, "Our 

marketing department really tries to target areas where kids live and shop" (Alderdice 

2004, 24). The publicity for an S&S book in this study, Confessions of a Backup 

Dancer, (Shaw 2004) was featured almost totally on the Internet. "It was very 

commercial, about music and pop stars, and we felt that the Web was a great place for 

that" (Alderdice 2004, 24). Buck's staff collaborated with MTV to produce paperbacks 

advertised on that channel and also featured a line of books with tie-ins to other TV 

series and marketed through magazines such as Seventeen, Teen People, YM, and Girls' 

Life (Alderdice 2004). 

Other major publishers' forays into the teen world have also been successful. 

Scholastic created an edgy new imprint in 2002, PUSH, which was marketed online. 

Penguin Putnam launched two new imprints, Firebird, targeted to draw fantasy readers, 

and Speak, designed for new paperback :fiction and nonfiction. Puffin, another Penguin 

Putnam imprint, featured its own online magazine for teens, Razorbill. HarperCollins 

showcased its HarperTempest offerings for older teens, even differentiating the size of 

the often-controversial books to set them apart from ones for younger readers. Random 

House relied on online book marketing as well as marketing in teen magazines and in 

postcard mail outs to teen summer camps (Rosen 2002). Andrew Smith, former vice 

president of marketing for the children's division at Random House, stated, "Everybody 

is looking to merchandise better. We encourase accounts to put like-themed books 

together [in book store displays in teen sections] and to display backlist by an author 

with a frontlist book. Sometimes we'll freshen up the backlist and rejacket it" (Rosen 
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2002, 86.) In a similar effort, HarperTempest "added hip-looking covers, some 

designed by CD artists" (Rosen 2002, 86). In a recent email, Michael Cart, author of 

From Romance to Realism: 50 Years of Growth and Change in Young Adult Literature 

(Cart 1996), credited this marketing push with ushering in a change in book covers. 

Cart wrote: 

Dust jackets on young adult books ( or cover art on paperbacks) are more 
important now than ever. Why? Because the market for these-and for 
all juvenile books-is shifting from the institutional to the retail. In 
other words, publishers are now, more than ever, targeting YAs as a 
market (Traditionally, of course, adults-librarians and teachers
bought YA books and the covers were designed, accordingly to appeal to 
adult sensibilities. This began to change in the 80s when the 
institutional market first ran into trouble and publishers began to publish 
original YA paperbacks with covers-many of them photographic
designed to catch the eyes of teens who were shopping in malls and were 
even finding their way into the chain bookstores that were a fixture of 
the malls.) Today, teens are buying both paperbacks and hardcovers 
(note how many YA hardcovers are now showing up on the shelves of 
retail bookstores). As a result, both dust jackets and paperback covers 
are ever more teen friendly. Also note how sophisticated, how 'adult,' if 
you will, the covers are becoming as publishers try to expand the market 
for YA. As the online booksellers like Amazon.com and bn.com 
become increasingly important, a snappy cover image is imperative, 
since that's all that kids can see of the book they're thinking about 
buying online" (Cart 2004, n.p.) 

Publishers Weekly 's Nanette Stevenson may agree with Cart (Stevenson 1997). 

She explained that a glut of children's books in the 1980's, along with reduced funding 

for libraries, pushed the market for children's books to retail bookstores. "Meanwhile, 

the shelves are packed and the competition fierce. As a result, books have to work hard 

to sell themselves. Jackets are key in this effort" (Stevenson 1997, 139). Former 

Henry Holt editor Marc Arsonson also credited the retail bookstore market for 
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contributing to the change in book jackets (Arsonson, 2004). "With more active buyers 

and a better platform from which to sell, publishers loosened the rules. They realized 

that older teenagers, or kids emulating older teenagers, wanted covers that looked adult, 

looked cool, and wanted nothing to do with books with the old painted, 'realistic' 

covers (Arsonson, 2004, n.p.). 

Another phenomenon in the changing face of book cover design is the advent of 

an entirely new subgenre of books for teens, "chick lit." "With lighthearted, 

unmistakable 'girly' covers and a chatty, often madcap narrator, a flock of peppy new 

books has flown onto the scene over the last few years, settling on bookstore shelves" 

(Alderdice 2004, 24). Although the characters in these brightly colored, stylized books 

are generally high school age, their readers are not. "The audience for these seems to 

be primarily 12-14 year-olds," asserted librarian and bookseller Walter-Mayes 

(Alderdice 2004, 25). "The readers for these teen chick lit books aren't necessarily 

girls who hang out at the bookstores," contended Abigail McAden, executive editor at 

HarperCollins. "They're girls who might grab a book on their way to the eyeliner 

section at Target" (Alderdice 2004, 27). With upbeat plots and happy endings, these 

humorous books attract mostly middle school and younger high school girls who can 

vicariously experience the angst of dating dilemmas, fashion faux pas, and the perils of 

popularity. Many of the covers, awash with hot pinks, neon greens, turquoises, and 

oranges, have only a simple graphic or lone photograph on a bright background. 

"Definitely Bridget Jones kicked the whole thing off. But what kicked it down to teens 

was Angus, Thongs," commented Bethany Buck, editorial director at Simon Pulse 
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(Alderdice 2004, 27). First published in the U.S. in 2000, Angus, Thongs, and Full

Frontal Snogging by Louise Rennison (Rennison 2000), the first in a series, set off a 

wave of copycats and spawned a subculture of novels including books in this study 

such as Royally Jacked (Burnham 2004), The Princess of Pop (Hopkins 2004), Pulling 

Princes (O'Connell 2004), Confessions of a Backup Dancer (Shaw 2004), and The 

Clique, written by former MTV producer Lisi Harrison (Harrison 2004). 

As for chick lit jackets, Henry Holt's Simonsen observed, "YA books on 

contemporary teen life, like the Gossip Girls books (von Ziegesar 2002), nearly always 

have photo covers of cute, sexy teenagers with great clothes and makeup, since these 

are aimed at the girls who made Britney [Spears] and Lindsey Lohan and the OC 

popular. Books that are aimed at kids/parents via the bookstore market tend to have 

covers that fit current trends" (Simonsen 2004, n.p. ). Just how long chick lit will 

remain current is anyone's guess. McAden ofHarperCollins purported that the genre is 

here to stay although ''the competition will raise the bar on what's published and what 

flourishes. There are so many books to choose from now that putting a fabulous cover 

on something and making the story sound enticing isn't necessarily enough" (Alderdice 

2004, 27). Jim Hoover, cover designer at Penguin Putnam, disagreed. Hoover sees the 

genre as "a hand overplayed" and is waiting for the look to become "lame" (Hoover 

2004, n.p.). Speaking to this market, Brennan stated, "Right now, graphic treatments 

seem to be what everyone wants, but a year ago, everyone wanted photography. It is 

very fluid. In my opinion, these trends are driven solely by what has recently sold well" 

(Brennan 2004, n.p.). No doubt those ever-fickle teen tastes will change, and with them, 
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the covers of books will change as well. Or quite possibly, the market will change and 

with it, teen tastes will follow. 

Very different from chick lit and possibly even more abundant is the 

recent spate of fantasy novels for middle graders. Marc Aronson credited both 

"the rise of fantasy and chick lit" with changing the face of covers for teen 

readers (Aronson, 2004, n.p.). Spurred by the giant success of the Harry Potter 

(Rowling 1998) phenomenon, the geme of fantasy has exploded in recent years. 

And since many fantasies spawn sequels, trilogies, or series, the number of 

offerings has risen dramatically. Joe Monti, children's buyer for Barnes & 

Noble, perceived fantasy as "absolutely the strongest geme in both middle grade 

and teen literature" and predicted that sales in this area will "grow for the next 

few years, as we're still on the upward slope of the curve, although the summit 

is in sight" (Lodge 2004, 34). For bookseller Jill Bailey, cover art has boosted 

the sale of fantasy books. "Most booksellers offer publishers kudos for one 

element that facilitates the selling of fantasy: dazzling cover art. Many fantasies 

arrive with awesome covers. Publishers definitely have it down" (Lodge 2004, 

. 34). And like the influx of chick lit, the flood of fantasy has made its mark on 

jacket art. "Traditionally fantasy covers were highly rendered, realistic 

paintings of non-realistic characters. For middle grade and YA fantasy, there 

are a few different directions," avowed editor Simonsen (Simonsen 2004, n.p.). 

"The ones that are the new classics, like Harry Potter, have a very traditional 

painted look, though with a bit of a twist to make them seem more magical and 
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alluring. Some designers have manipulated photo art because that can give a 

magical feeling while still having something that looks contemporary" 

(Simonsen 2004, n.p.). 

Not only have genres of fiction altered the look of book covers, but 

changes in technology brought about transformations as well. Advances in 

technology, particularly in the last five years, made it possible to manipulate 

photographs that would previously have been too expensive to reproduce. 

Photographs may be digitally blended with painted images to create something 

entirely new. "Close Kin (Dunkle 2004) is an example of this-it's digital art, 

so there is only an electronic file, no real, concrete art that you can hold in your 

hand ( other than the book itself). The artist painted the faces, then scanned 

them into his computer and blended them with photos of trees, then 'painted' 

over that digitally (Simonsen 2004, n.p.). "The computerization of design 

departments has had an all-encompassing effect on children's book design and 

production," according to David Saylor, vice president and creative director at 

Scholastic, best known for his work on the covers of the Harry Potter series 

(Britton 2002, 29). "It has opened things up in all sorts of ways, and has given 

designers much more freedom to experiment" (Britton 2002, 29). Partially due 

to digital enhancement, designers at S&S and Penguin Putnam acknowledged 

that photographs were currently in vogue for teen book covers. In addition, "A 

simple minimalist look is being widely used, through traditional illustrations, 

digital, and photos. What's out is the highly rendered look that can be found on 
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· covers from '99 on back" (Hoover 2004, n.p.). An example of a jacket that 

utilized manipulation of photos to create a fresh look is the previously 

mentioned, One of Those Hideous Books Where the Mother Dies (Sones 2004). 

Author Sonya Sones, also a photographer, thought it might be fun to try her 

hand tal<lng photographs for the book's cover (Sones 2005, n.p.). She was 

delighted when Russell Gordon, cover designer at S&S, welcomed her input. 

Sones shot photos of two different girls, palm trees, and signs around the 

Beverly Hills area. Using the computer, she began combining the images. 

Sones designed two central images, sought the opinions of her own daughter 

and her daughter's friends, and then submitted the favorite to S&S. Although 

portions of Sones' design were ultimately changed, the final cover retains the 

essence of what she envisioned (Sones 2005, n. p.) 

Finally, covers have changed over time because the teens that read these 

books have changed. "Another factor is kids' own taste, and what they are used 

to seeing," remarked Henry Holt's Simonsen (Simonsen 2004, n.p.). "These 

days they are surrounded with media images-and so that is the kind of look 

that they are familiar with and more attracted to. An old-fashioned realistic 

painting is not as likely to attract their attention and make them pick up a book" 

(Simonsen 2004, n.p.). As early as 1997, Nanette Stevenson at Publishers 

Weekly bemoaned the YA fiction market as the hardest to nail down due to ever

increasing visual sophistication (Stevenson 1997). "Attention deficit design" 

was a result, stated cover artist Wendell Minor (Stevenson 1997, 140). 
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"Teenagers are continually experiencing the visual equivalent of sound bites. 

This look is fast and funky, bright and hip. Images overlap each other, and in 

turn are overlapped by a dizzying array of typefaces and graphics" (Stevenson 

1997, 140). At Knopf, executive art director Isabel Warren-Lynch believed that 

books for teens take aesthetic clues from the covers of adult novels. Warren

Lynch was able to " ... translate those kinds of evocative cover images to an 

appropriate design for a younger age group. I look for a quality, cerebral 

graphic that will grab someone's eye" (Britton, 2002, 33). Art directors and 

cover artists have sought to create covers that could compete for attention in the 

world of visually literate teens. In turn, the ALA Quick Picks committee seeks 

out books with covers that teens might consider to be "catchy, action-oriented, 

attractive, and appealing" when compiling their annual list (ALA 2006, n.p.). 

What has been the history of the Quick Picks committee? 

Quick Picks for Reluctant Young Adult Readers: Background 

Each year a 12-member committee from the Young Adult Library Services 

Association (Y ALSA) of the American Library Association (ALA) chooses the Quick 

Picks for Reluctant Young Adults Readers list. Released each year during the ALA 

Midwinter conference, the list seeks to appeal to the 'tween or teen aged 12 to 18 who 

"for whatever reason, does n?t like to read" (ALA 2005). The committee actively 

seeks teen input in consideration for the final list, and ''the visual appearance of a book" 

is "equally important" to the "standard considerations of quality" for this list (ALA 

2005). The book jacket is listed in the Quick Picks' selection criteria, which states that 
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the cover of these books must be "catchy, action-oriented, attractive, appealing, and 

[have a] good 'blurb"' (ALA 2005). The fiction books reviewed for middle school 

readers from the 2005 Quick Picks list were chosen for inclusion in this study because 

this is the only national list that uses both book covers and self-selection of books by 

teens as considerations in the selection of the list. 

The early precursor to the Quick Picks committee was a Y ALSA group formed 

in 1976 called the Hi Interest/Low Literacy Level Materials Evaluation Committee. 

Using the Fry Readability score as a guideline, the group recommended high interest, 

controlled vocabulary materials for teens unable to read on grade level. Teens, 

however, responded poorly to the books, which looked like beginning readers due to 

the large font size, page layout, and frequent illustrations. Because the story depended 

on controlled vocabulary, sentences were short, paragraphs choppy, and plot and 

characterization were weak. In 1987, Y ALSA proposed the name Recommended 

Books for the Reluctant Young Adult Reader Committee, and the focus began to 

change to books that might interest teens (Nelson 1998). "Members looked for visually 

appealing covers, stories that were not enigmatic, poetry that spoke to teens, nonfiction 

that not only presented fascinating information but was also presented in an appealing 

manner, and books that contained themes and topics important to this age group" 

(Nelson 1998, 390). 

The Fry scale was dropped in 1993 when the committee changed its name to the 

present Quick Picks for Reluctant Young Adult Readers. Since that time, the group has 

selected both fiction and nonfiction books that may interest young people ages 12 to 18. 
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"Committee members each year read, review, and choose books that are well written 

and appealing, and that teens will self-select" (Nelson 1998, 389). These teens 

typically do not choose to read for pleasure and "equate reading to school, work, or 

some other kinds of necessity and they regard it as an activity to be avoided" (Nelson 

1998, 389). 

Revised in 1998, the current Quick Picks Policies and Procedures cites the 

committee's purpose to prepare a list "for young adults (ages 12-18) who, for whatever 

reasons, do not like to read. The list identifies titles for recreational reading, not for 

curricular or remedial use (ALA 1998). To be considered, a book must have a 

copyright date during the current calendar year or have been published in the last half 

of the previous year. Nominations are accepted from outside the committee, but 

publishers may not nominate. "All titles should have appeal as self-selected leisure 

reading for young adults. Books should be evaluated by subject, cover art, readability, 

format, and style. Standard selection criteria consonant with the ALA Library Bill of 

Rights shall be applied" (ALA 1998, 1 ). 

The President-Elect ofYALSA appoints 11 members, one of whom serves as 

Chair. Terms are for one year, renewable for a consecutive two-year term, and renewal 

is based on the expectation of active participation in the process of nominating, reading, 

and selecting books for the list. Each member must read every book nominated. The 

editor of the Boo/dist "Books for Youth" section serves as a consultant to assist the 

Chair. The list is selected at the committee's final meeting at ALA Midwinter each 

year and published in a variety of review journals and publications (ALA 1998, 2). 
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Fonner Chair of the Quick Picks committee, Judy Nelson, envisions interested 

librarians, teachers, or parents being able to take this list and offer it to young adults by 

saying, "Here are some fun, different books. Look at them and flip through them. You 

may find something you like" (Nelson 1998, 390). If these young readers do find 

books to "endorse enthusiastically," as Nelson hopes, it may be the first step to creating 

lifelong readers (Nelson 1998, 390). 

Matching Books to Readers 

Creating lifelong readers is a goal for many middle school librarians. A critical 

piece in this mission is to help students find books they enjoy on a consistent basis. To 

be successful with readers' advisory, librarians must have insight into how middle 

school students self-select books. In pilot studies and in conversing with students about 

how they choose the fiction books they check out, the subject of book covers arises 

time and again. Students often mention that they favor a book because the cover looks 

"cool" or "interesting" or "good." Conversely, they speak of rejecting a book because 

the cover looks "boring" or "lame." Interestingly, Penguin Putnam cover designer Jim 

Hoover uses two of these very words as a sort of litmus test for cover appeal. He wrote, 

"At the most basic level, I think any given cover will fall into two categories. Is it a) 

cool orb) lame? I swear by this, not only because it's funny, but it also hits at the gut 

level. Most people can't tell you why they like a song or a painting, or dislike it either, 

but any single person will make an immediate decision whether they can put it into 

words or not. This is always a thing I keep in mind as a foundation for any project" 

(Hoover 2004, n.p.). The literature on how middle school students select books is brief, 
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especially in the area of how book covers impact their decisions. What the literature 

does reflect is that self-selection and choice are important to young teens (Gerlach 

1992, Ley 1994, Goncalo 1997). Fifty years of studies on reading preferences show 

that while differences will exist, broad patterns of interest may be similar for adolescent 

readers of varying levels of intelligence, maturity, level of reading interest, and for both 

genders (Norvell 1946, Sherrill 1994, Sturm 2003). As Hoover realizes, many middle 

school readers do seem to make an immediate decision about books based on the appeal 

of the cover. This study seeks to delve into these decisions and how they factor into 

students' book selections. Whether students will be able to put the appeal of book 

covers into words remains to be seen. But this study is undertaken with the hope that 

some information may be gained, offering librarians insight which will help in the goal 

of matching every reader to his or her book (Ranganathan 1963). 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

Guiding this study are the following research questions: 

1. To what extent do book covers impact the self-selection of fiction books in the 
school library by middle school readers? 

2. What specific aspects of the covers of the fiction books reviewed for grades 6, 7, 
and 8 of the 2005 Quick Picks for Young Adult Readers List appeal to middle 
school readers? 

3. Based on gender, grade, and level of reading enjoyment, which middle school 
readers are more influenced by book covers when selecting fiction books in the 
middle school library? 

In order to answer the research questions posed by this study, the researcher designed a 

study to collect data from sixth, seventh, and eighth grade students in a public middle 

school. This chapter will discuss the design of this study, the site, the sample 

population, pilot study, development of the questionnaire, data gathering procedures, 

role of the researcher, and the selection of statistical techniques. 

Overview of the Study Design 

This study employed quantitative methodology because of its precise 

nature and its ability to facilitate data management from many participants. A self

selected sampling method was used so that any student at the designated campus who 

was interested would be able to participate. The site of the study was a suburban 

middle school in North Central Texas, and after appropriate Institutional Review Board 

and school district permissions were obtained, consent forms were distributed to all 
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students in the school's three grades, which were sixth, seventh, and eighth. Any 

student who returned the consent form properly signed by him or herself and a parent or 

guardian within the one-week time frame was allowed to participate in the study. N for 

this study equaled 250, with 148 females and 102 males. In regard to grade, 74 were 

sixth graders, 107 were seventh graders, and 69 were eighth graders. 

As previously discussed, the book covers from the Quick Picks fiction · books 

reviewed for middle school students were used since it is the only national list in which 

self-selection and cover art are criteria for inclusion on the list. The 2005 Quick Picks 

list, the most current at the onset of this study, consisted of 91 fiction and nonfiction 

titles reviewed for readers ages 12 to 18 (See Appendix E). To narrow the number of 

books used in this study, the following parameters were applied. Only books meeting 

each were included in the study. 

• Fiction 
• 2004 copyright date 
• At least one review for grade 6, 7, or 8 in a national professional review 

source such as Booklist or School Library Journal. 
• No reviews that place the book at grade 9 or above. 
• If the book is in a series, only the first title cited on the Quick Picks list 

meeting the criteria above is included. 

After applying these parameters to the 91 books on the 2005 Quick Picks list, 19 books 

remained and were used in the final study (See Appendix F). To determine the 

potential appeal of these Quick Picks covers and the self-selection strategies of middle 

schoolers, the researcher designed an online questionnaire. The researcher administered 
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the questionnaire in the school's library to small groups of self-selected participants 

using SurveyMonkey .com. Data were analyzed using Social Sciences PC Windows. 

Site of the Study 

The study was conducted at Staley Middle School, one of five middle schools in 

Frisco Independent School District in Frisco, Texas. Frisco ISD is a suburban public 

school district located 30 miles north of Dallas, Texas. Encompassing an area of 72 

square miles, the district serves parts of Denton and Collin counties including the city 

of Frisco and portions of Plano, McKinney, and Little Elm. At the onset of this study in 

2005, Frisco ISO had 24 campuses: two high schools, five middle schools, fifteen 

elementary schools, and two special programs schools with a total of 16,380 students 

(FISD 2005). Of these, nine campuses were rated at the highest level of exemplary, 

three were at the recognized level as based on the most current reporting of the Texas 

Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) test, and the district as a whole was rated 

academically acceptable (AEIS 2003-2004). Since 1999, growth in the district 

averaged between 20 and 30 percent, and Frisco ISO added 16 new schools in that time 

period (FISD 2005). At the time of this writing in 2006, the district had 20,000 

students and 28 campuses, with six new campuses on track to open in 2006-2007, 

including two high schools and four elementary schools. Projected student population 

for 2008 is 31,565 (FISD 2006). 

In regard to ethnicity, approximately 69% of students were white, 13% 

Hispanic, 9% African American, 8% Asian/Pacific Islander, and 1 % Native 

American/ Alaskan native, and a total of 48 languages were represented in the district. 
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Economically disadvantaged students made up about 8% of the total population. 

Special programs populations included 3.8% bilingual/ESL, 5.5% gifted and talented, 

and 10% special education (FISD 2005). 

Sample Population 

At the onset of this study, the 2003-2004 Academic Excellence Indicator 

System (AEIS) profile from the Texas Education Agency provided the most recent 

official data for Staley Middle School and for the entire state as well. Students at 

Staley numbered 608, with 195 sixth graders, 198 seventh graders, and 215 eighth 

graders. By ethnicity, 64.8 % were white, 21.5% Hispanic, 11.8% African American, 

1.5% Asian/Pacific Islander, and 0.3% Native American (AEIS 2003-2004). Statewide 

ethnicity numbered 38.7 % white, 43.8% Hispanic, 14.3% African American, 2.9% 

Asian/Pacific Islander, and 0.3% Native American (AEIS 2003-2004). At Staley, a 

total of 21.5% were listed economically disadvantaged, 3 .5% bilingual/ESL, 7 .6% 

gifted and talented, and 12.5% special education (AEIS 2003-2004). At the state level, 

52.71% were listed economically disadvantaged, 14.1% bilingual/ESL, 7.8% gifted and 

talented, and 11.6% special education (AEIS 2003-2004). 

In regard to the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills test (T AKS), Staley 

received an accountability rating of recognized with gold perfonnance commendation 

on writing. The state generates a formula based on campus T AK.S test scores and 

student subpopulations with the result yielding ratings of exemplary, recognized, 

academically acc~ptable, and academically unacceptable (AEIS 2003-2004). Gold 

perfonnance commendation is achieved through a formula of student achievement and 
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attendance rates (AEIS 2003-2004). On the reading portion of the T AK.S test, Staley 

sixth and seventh graders scored 95%, and eighth graders scored 94% (AEIS 2003-

2004). 

For this specific study, at Staley Middle School, a total of293 self-selected 

students returned properly signed consent forms. Due to absences and prolonged 

computer network down time which led to unavoidable rescheduling conflicts, 250 

students participated in the study by completing the online questionnaire. N for this 

study equaled 250. Females (148) outnumbered males (102). A total of74 sixth 

graders, 107 seventh graders, and 69 eighth graders participated. Data in regard to 

subpopulations including ethnicity, economic status, and special education were not 

collected since it would not be used for this study. 

Pilot Studies 

Several pilot studies were conducted prior to the actual data- gathering phase of 

this study. In the spring of 2003, a one-half page questionnaire was given to self

selected student volunteers in grades six, seven, and eight at Staley Middle School in 

Frisco, Texas. The questionnaire was offered as students came to the school library to 

check out books and consisted of five open-ended, free response questions about the 

appeal of book covers and self-selection of fiction books (See Appendix A). Almost 

300 students completed the optional questionnaire over the period of two weeks. No 

attempt was made to formally analyze the qualitative data. The majority of responses 

were broad and generic to the extent that little information could be gleaned from them. 

When asked about the kinds of book covers that they like best, student responses tended 
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to be vague. For example, many students said they liked "cool covers," "ones that 

aren't boring," or "interesting covers." 

After consideration of both the process and the results of this pilot, a second 

study was conducted at Staley Middle School in the fall of 2003. The questionnaire 

was extended to one page, with a complete change in format. Entirely quantitative in 

nature, this questionnaire queried students in regard to self-selection of books but failed 

to explore the issue of the appeal of book covers (See Appendix B). Students were 

asked, "When I check out fiction books from the school library, I choose them by ... ". 

Seventeen choices followed in alphabetical order such as "the author," "award book," 

"the cover," and students were allowed to circle as many as applicable. These 

seventeen were used because they were the most common self-selection strategies from 

not only the previous pilot but also from brainstorming sessions with student groups in 

the library. As reading teachers for most classes brought their classes to the library for 

booktalks, students were given the opportunity to respond to the questionnaire. Most 

students willingly participated, and over a two-week period, 466 questionnaires were 

completed. The data were reviewed but not formally analyzed. 

In the spring of 2004, fewer than thirty individual student volunteers in the 

school library completed a revised questionnaire that was included in a research 

proposal submitted to the researcher's doctoral committee (See Appendix C). After a 

full review by the Institutional Review Boarq (IRB), the proposal, including the 

questionnaire, was approved for use in the research study. In this pilot, students 

complet~d two ~jor sections of the questionnaire, which again employed triangulated 
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methods. The first section focused on the appeal of specific book jackets from the 2004 

Quick Picks list while the second inquired about students' self-selection strategies. As 

the researcher held up one of fifteen selected Quick Picks books, students were asked to 

examine it and check whether or not the cover appealed to him/her, then list specifically 

what he/she liked or disliked about each. In the second half of the questionnaire, 

students rated eight factors influencing self-selection of fiction books such as author, 

cover, and length of the book, in order of importance. Comments were solicited after 

each response. As with previous pilots, the data were not formally analyzed, but the 

process impacted the final questionnaire design. 

Development of the Questionnaire 

The final questionnaire used for this research study was based on the most 

successful, efficient attempts in pilot studies to obtain clean data from students. 

Substantive differences exist as compared to earlier documents (See Appendix D). 

Because the majority of responses to open-ended questions in pilot studies had been so 

vague as to render them unusable, it was decided to employ only closed responses for 

quantitative analysis. To expedite the data collection process and prevent coding errors, 

the questionnaire was posted on SurveyMonkey.com, requiring students to log in and 

respond online instead of using traditional paper and pencil methods. For each book, 

students checked which specific aspects of the jacket that they liked from the following 

choices: character(s) or picture, colors, design, font, and mood. Students were provided 

with definitions for each of the previous terms, and they were able to check as many or 

as few characteristics as they wished. The attributes of character(s) or picture, colors, 
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design, font, and mood were selected for inclusion on the questionnaire based on what 

had provided the best feedback in pilot studies and from informal discussions with 

students. 

In the next section of the questionnaire, each title was listed again, and students 

were asked to check as many or as few of the books having covers that might make 

them want to check the book out of the library to read. Following this section students 

were asked, "When you check out fiction books from the school library, what most 

often influences your decision?" The nine choices were as follows: author, cover, 

genre of book, length of book, read the cover, recommendation from a friend, 

recommendation from the librarian, series, and title. These particular choices were 

included since they were the most popular self-selection methods cited by students in 

pilot studies. For each, students checked "usually," "sometimes," or "never." 

The last three questions gathered information about the students themselves. 

Respondents were first asked to indicate their grade and gender, and next they 

expressed their level of reading enjoyment as based on the question, "Usually, I (love), 

(like), (don't like) to read." The designations oflove, like, and don't like to read were 

chosen because they were simple and straightforward. In pilot tests, students exhibited 

no difficulty in making a choice when given these three possibilities to express their 

level of reading enjoyment. 

This revised questionnaire was resubmitted to the Institutional Review Board 

and approved for use with students prior to its administration. Only students returning 

signed consent forms were able to participate in the study. 
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Sampling Method 

Blank consent forms, color-coded by grade, were distributed to every student at 

Staley Middle School, approximately 650 in number at the time (See Appendix G). As 

stated on the form, all students who returned the form within one week's time, properly 

signed by a parent or guardian and themselves, were able to participate in the study. 

Participants received no benefit from participation and no penalty for nonparticipation, 

and these facts were also stated on the consent form. Since respondents would come to 

the school library to take the questionnaire during their reading or literature class for 

approximately 20 but not to exceed 40 minutes, the form stated that students would not 

be counted absent and would be able to make up any work missed with no penalty. A 

total of 292 properly signed consent forms were returned within the deadline. Due to 

absences, class scheduling conflicts, and computer network difficulties on the first two 

days of data gathering, the actual number of participants numbered 250. 

Data Gathering Procedures 

Over the span of March 30 to April 4, 2005, the 250 participants took the 

questionnaire in the school library. To preserve confidentiality, teachers called a few 

students at a time from an untitled spreadsheet list to go the library without stating the 

reason for the summons. Since small groups of students regularly come to the library to 

check out or return books, this procedure would not seem out of the ordinary. No more 

than 12 students took the questionnaire at one time, and while males and females were 

present at once, grade levels were not mixed. Once a group of twelve students arrived, 
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they were told that they had been called to the library to participate in the research 

study as outlined on the signed consent form that they had previously returned. Their 

names were checked off on the master spreadsheet list, and then they were asked to sit 

at any one of twelve computers arranged in two rows of six. 

Students were given a spiral bound booklet containing one laminated, high 

quality color image of each of the covers of the nineteen 2005 Quick Picks books used 

in this study (See Appendix H). All images were used by permission of the publisher 

with the condition that none be altered in any way from the original. The images were 

copied to the approximate size of the actual book. In addition, each of the nineteen 

books were displayed along the top of a row of bookshelves in direct line of sight of the 

participants, and they were allowed to walk up and examine the cover of the actual 

book at any time, which many students did. In pilot studies the researcher held up each 

book while students answered the questionnaire, but this method proved unsatisfactory. 

This modification assured that participants could see the covers in detail, have hands-on 

access to the covers if they desired, and respond to the questionnaire at their own pace. 

For reasons of confidentiality, students did not log in with normal user name 

and password of student ID and birth date, but rather with a generic usemame, libstu, 

for every student and no password. In this way no student could be traced back to his 

or her responses by login information. Since every IP address originating from the 

school computers is identical no matter which machine is used, the IP ranges collected 

by SurvfyMonkey .com could not be linked to particular students, thus further 

preserving confidentiality. Because of the generic login, students would not be able to 
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return to an unfinished survey. Fortunately all surveys were completed in one sitting 

ranging from 10 to 20 minutes, so this did not prove to be an issue. 

Short scripted directions were read to each group of students by the researcher 

(See Appendix I). The directions outlined the procedure for logging into the computer, 

opening the Internet, locating SurveyMonkey.com, using the booklet and displayed 

books, and working through the questionnaire. Once the directions were read, the 

researcher stood away from the computers but remained near enough to answer 

procedural questions if needed. When finished, students logged out of the computer, 

placed the booklet on the checkout counter, and then returned to class individually. All 

questionnaires were completed in one sitting ranging from 10 to 20 minutes, with an 

average estimated time of roughly 12 minutes each. During lunch periods or if no 

students were ta1dng the questionnaire during a given class period, the researcher closed 

the questionnaire on SurveyMonkey.com to prevent unauthorized use. 

This process was repeated until all students who returned properly signed 

consent forms within the deadline and who were present during the week of 

administration had responded to the questionnaire. While 292 eligible consent forms 

were received, only 250 completed questionnaires were collected due to absences, 

unresolved schedule conflicts, and computer network down time. Data from these 250 

questionnaires were exported from Survey Monkey .com to Excel spreadsheet format for 

analysis in Statistical Program for the Social Sciences (SPSS) PC Windows. 
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Role of the Researcher 

At the time of the data-gathering phase of this study, the researcher was the 

librarian at Staley Middle School, the site where the questionnaire was administered to 

students. An element of trust existed since the researcher had served in this capacity for 

five years. Administrators readily gave permission to conduct the research. F acuity 

members willingly released students from class to complete the questionnaire. Perhaps 

most importantly, parents voluntarily signed consent forms for their minor children to 

participate in the study. This site afforded access to administrators, faculty, and 

students, thereby facilitating the entire process. 

The researcher attempted to minimize bias by the design of the study. Scripted 

directions prior to the questionnaire provided continuity for all participants. The online 

format of Survey Monkey .com de-personalized the link between the researcher and the 

study for respondents. Closed responses, forced choices, and quantitative methodology 

left the researcher less room for biased interpretation. Though the sample was self

selected, it was not hand picked. No attempt was made to entice students to participate, 

and there was no penalty for nonparticipation. A deadline of one week to return the 

consent form, properly signed, was strictly observed. Although the researcher made 

concerted efforts to reduce bias, it is acknowledged that bias may exist and that the data 

may not be generalized to the larger population. 

Process of Data Analysis 

After a one-week period of gathering data with students, the researcher closed 

the questionnaire's availability on Survey Monkey .com. By this time, 250 of the 293 

77 



students who had returned a properly signed consent fonn had participated. On the first 

two days of data gathering, the campus had extreme network difficulties, causing large 

chunks of computer downtime. As a result, many students were not able to talce the 

questionnaire on these two days. While an attempt was made to reschedule these 

students for later in the week, this failed due to a conflict with testing in the classroom. 

A few students were absent and were unable to make up the session. In all, 43 students 

who returned a properly signed consent form were not able to participate. 

SurveyMonkey.com records data and provides broad analysis of all responses 

through means of percentages (See Appendix J). For example, 69% of respondents 

reported that they liked the font of Royally Jacked (Burnham 2004), 74% said they 

liked the character(s) or picture of Who am I Without Him? (Flake 2004), and 77% 

noted that they liked the design for The Last Chance Texaco (Hartinger 2004). 

Data from SurveyMonkey.com were exported into a Microsoft Excel 

spreadsheet for analysis through SPSS. In SurveyMonkey.com the data were translated 

into numerical form and delimited into columns. For example, there were five possible 

responses for the first question, and each was coded 1, 2, 3, 4, or 5 on the spreadsheet. 

Survey Monkey .com randomly assigned a number to each respondent, but there was no 

way to trace the number to the student. An IP address appeared on each line of student 

data, but because each participant in this study used a generic login rather than his or 

her personal user name and password, the IP address was identical for every 

respondent. Hence a student may not be identified through the IP address. Once the 

data were exported to spreadsheet format, it was input into SPSS. 
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Selection of Statistical Techniques 

After loading the raw data into SPSS, it became necessary to decide. which tests 

to perform in order to best fit the parameters of the research questions. Two statistical 

tests were run for research question one, "To what extent do book covers impact the 

self-selection of fiction books in the school library by middle school readers?" First, a 

repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOV A) was run in order to compare the 

quantitative variables. ANOV A allows comparison between, " ... individual differences 

among people (variance), to differences among group means ( also variance)" (Marshall 

2003, 127). Here the independent variable was middle school readers while the 

dependent variables were the nine self-selection methods of choosing a fiction book 

according to the following: author, cover, genre of book, length of book, read[ing] the 

cover, recommendation from a friend, recommendation from the librarian, series, 

and/or title. Pairwise comparisons were performed in order to examine one factor with 

another. Second, a non-parametric analysis was run. The Friedman post hoc test is 

designed to determine if responses on one or more factors are weaker or stronger than 

the others. This NPar test provides a mean rank of the nine previously mentioned self

selection factors. Data will be discussed in subsequent chapters of this study. 

One test was conducted for research question two, "What specific aspects of the 

covers of the fiction books reviewed for grades 6, 7, and 8 of the 2005 Quick Picks for 

Young Adult Readers List appeal to middle school readers?" On this section of the 

questionnaire, students checked whether the character(s) or picture, colors, design, font, 

and mood of the 19 covers appealed to them. Descriptive statistics were provided for 
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this question as well as testing for statistical significance. Painvise comparisons were 

run to find the mean difference, standard error, statistical significance, and 95% 

confidence interval for difference. Specific data will be discussed in the next chapters. 

Research question three read as follows: "Based on gender, grade, and level of 

reading enjoyment, which middle school readers are more influenced by book covers 

when selecting fiction books in the middle school library?" Multiple correlation 

analysis (MCA) was performed in SPSS to examine this question. The variables of 

gender, grade, and level of reading enjoyment were entered and a t-test performed to 

provide group statistics. In order to determine whether the cover influences their 

decision to select a fiction book, descriptive statistics were provided for each of the 

three grades, both genders, and each of the three levels of reading enjoyment. Results 

for data gathered pertaining to each research question will be displayed and analyzed in 

chapters to come. 

In order to answer the three research questions guiding this study, a 

questionnaire was given to 250 self-selected sixth, seventh, and eighth graders at a 

suburban Texas middle school. This researcher administered the online questionnaire 

in the school's library over a two-week period. Data collected were exported from 

Survey Monkey .com into a spreadsheet, and then multiple statistical tests were run in 

SPSS for PC Windows. Data from these tests will be analyzed in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

Introduction 

As stated in Chapter I, the purpose of this study is to determine the extent that 

book covers impact the self-selection of fiction books by middle school readers in the 

school library and to gauge whether specific aspects of the covers hold appeal. In 

addition, the study examines which, if any, middle school readers are more influenced 

by covers as based on the gender, grade, and level of reading enjoyment of the student. 

Findings will be presented for each of the three research questions in the study. This 

chapter details the findings resultant from quantitative analysis of raw data in Statistical 

Program for the Social Sciences (SPSS) PC Windows. 

Research Questions and Statistical Testing 

Question 1: 

• To what extent do book covers impact the self-selection of fiction books in 

the school library by middle school readers? 

To gather data for research question one, participants responded to the question 

"When you check out fiction books from the school library, what most often influences 

your decision?" The nine answer choices were selected for this survey because they 

were shown to be the most influential factors impacting student self-selection of fiction 
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books in previous pilot studies. In alphabetical order, these factors are as follows: 

• author 
• cover 
• genre 
• length of book 
• reading the cover's flap copy, summary, and/or other text 
• recommendation from a friend 
• recommendation from a librarian 
• series 
• title 

Students were asked to check whether each of the nine choices ''usually," "sometimes," 

or "rarely'' impacts their decision to check out a fiction book. A nonparametric 

analysis, the Friedman post hoc test, was run and a mean rank determined for each of 

these factors. The following is a list of the factors ranked by mean in order from most 

to least influential (total n=250): 

• cover, 3.38 
• title, 3 .68 
• read the cover, 3.82 
• genre, 4.77 
• recommendation from a friend, 5.30 
• recommendation from a librarian, 5 .66 
• series, 5.71 
• length, 6.10 
• author, 6.58 

The Friedman two-way rank ANOV A suggests that there are significant differences 

between the pairs of selection factors listed in Table 4.1. 
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Table 4.1 

Significant Differences Between Pairs of Selection Factors 

Author Cover Genre Length Read Friend Libr. Series Title 
Cover 

Author ,,J .J .J .J J 
Cover .,J " .,J J ..,J 
Genre ..J .J 
Length ...J ~ 
Read " ,J .J 
cover 
Friend .J 
Libr. ,,J 
Series " Title 

Survey Monkey .com calculated percentages for the total number of respondents who 

checked "usually," "sometimes," or "rarely" for each of the nine factors (see Table 4.2 

below and Figure 4.1). 

Table 4.2 

Factors Influencing Self-Selection of Fiction Books 

Usually Sometimes Rarely Response 
Ave. 

Author 11% (28) 51% (129) 37% (95) 2.26 
Cover 76% (192) 20% (49) 4% (10) 1.27 
Genre 46% (115) 40% (101) 14% (35) 1.68 
Length 20% (50) 50% (126) 30% (75) 2.10 
Read cover 67% (167) 26% (66) 7% (18) 1.41 
Friend 34% (86) 45% (114) 20% (51)_ 1.86 
Librarian 27% (67) 50% (126) 23% (58) 1.96 
Series 32% (81) 35% (89) 32% (81) 2.00 
Title 50% (176) 23% (58) 7% (17) 1.37 

n=250 
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Three factors received greater than 50% ranking in the column of "usually." The most 

frequently chosen items included the book's cover, with 76% (192) responses; reading 

the cover, with 67% (167) responses; and the title, with 70% (176) responses. Three 

other factors garnered a majority for the response of "sometimes." These items were 

author, with 51 % (129) responses; length of book, with 50% (126) responses; and 

recommendation from the librarian, with 50% (126) responses. 

In answer to research question one, cover is the most influential factor impacting 

the self-selection of fiction books for middle school students participating in this 

research study. When ranked by mean from most to least influential, cover is highest of 

the nine factors. · When listed by percentage, 76%, or 192 of study participants, list 

cover as "usually" an influence on their self-selection of fiction books, the highest for 

any of the nine factors. Implications will be discussed in the following chapter. 

Question 2: 

• What specific aspects of the covers of the fiction books reviewed for grades 6, 7, 

and 8 of the 2005 Quick Picks for Young Adult Readers List appeal to middle 

school readers? 

In gathering data for this research question, the titles of each of the 19 fiction 

covers of the 2005 Quick Picks that met the parameters of the study were listed. 

Students were asked to "Check which things you like about this cover. You may check 

as many or as few answers as you like for each cover." In response, students could 

choose character(s) or picture, colors, design, font, and/or mood. A multivariate 

analysis of variance (MANOV A) provided group mean cluster scores for each. In rank 
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order from most to least are design, with a mean score of 12.31; font, 12.27; 

character(s) or picture, 11.82; colors, 11.48; and mood, 11 .33 (see Figure 4.2). 

Figure 4.2 
Cover Aspects Preferred 

12.4 -r-----,--------.,...--- --,-----------------, 
12.2 

12 - -

11.8 

11.6 

11.4 - --

11.2 

- --------

- ____ ,__,__, 

10.8 -, - ------,.---------------------

Design Font Char(s) or 
picture 

Color Mood 

Pairwise comparisons were run to determine the mean difference between pairs of 

attributes. The following attributes were found to be statistically different from one 

another as illustrated in Table 4.3 below. 

Table 4.3 

Pairwise Comparisons of Attributes 

Char(s) or Pie Colors Design Font Mood 

Char (s) or Pie J ,.J 
Colors .J .J 
Design 

" " " Font " " Mood " " " 
86 



In addition, Survey Monkey .com provided percentages on the modal responses made by 

participants in selecting specific aspects preferred for each of the 19 book jackets. 

Because students could check as many or as few answers desired, these percentages 

represent the most frequently checked response (see Table 4.4 below). 

Table 4.4 
Modal Responses for Specific Attributes Respondents Like 

Char(s) or Colors Design Font Mood 
Pie 

Royally 69% (163) 
Jacked 
Who am/ 74% (174) 
The Clique 59% (123) 
Last 82% (198) 
Chance 
Princess 79% (168) 
Shooter 77% (188) 
1TYL 72% (169) 
Pulling 74% (157) 
Princes 
Airborn 75% (172) 
Chocolate 70% (159) 
Confessions 82% (194) 
The Boy 81 % (187) 
Who 
One of 75% (163) 
Those 
The Big 80% (191) 
Empty 
Can't Get 85% (200) 
Takedown 76% (175) 
Midnighters 84% (201) 
EmakoBlue 75% (170) 
Behind You 78% (185) 
n=250 
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In answer to research question two, the specific aspects of the fiction books 

reviewed for grades 6, 7, and 8 of the 2005 Quick Picks list that most appeal to 

participants of this study are design, font, character( s) or pictures, colors, and mood, in 

that order. Implications for this question will be discussed in chapter five. 

Question 3: 

• Based on gender, grade, and level of reading enjoyment, which middle school 

readers are more influenced by book covers when selecting fiction books in the 

middle school library? 

Participants in the study numbered 250, with 75 sixth graders, 107 seventh graders, and 

69 eighth graders. Of these, approximately 59% (148) were female and 41 % (102) 

were male. In response to their level of reading enjoyment, 31.9% (79) reported that 

they love to read, 50.2% (126) said they like to read, and 17.9% (45) claimed that they 

don't like to read. (Figures 4.3, 4.4, and 4.5). 

Female 

Figure 4.3 
Gender 
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Sixth grade 

Love to read 

Figure 4.4 
Grade 

Seventh grade 

Figure 4.5 
Level of Reading Enjoyment 

Like to read 
89 

Eighth grade 

Don't like to read 



A logistic regression was performed with grade, gender, and level of reading enjoyment 

against a dependent variable of 'cover influences decision.' Grade and level of reading 

enjoyment were not shown to be statistically significant. Gender was shown to have 

statistical significance with females slightly more influenced by cover than males ( see 

Tables 4.5, 4.6, 4. 7). 

Table 4.5 
Dependent Variable Cover Influences Self-Selection by Grade 

Grade n mean std. error sig. 
Sixth Seventh 74 .046 .080 .834 

Eighth -.092 .089 .553 

Seventh Sixth 107 , -.046 .080 .834 
Eighth -.138 .082 .211 

Eighth Sixth 69 .092 .089 .553 
Seventh .138 .082 .211 

Table 4.6 
Dependent Variable Cover Influences Self-Selection by Level of Rdg Enjoyment 

Level of Reading mean std. error sig. 
Enjoyment 
Love to read Like .103 .076 .365 
n=80 Don't like -.016 .099 .986 

Like to read Love -.103 .076 .365 
n=126 Don't like -.119 .093 .408 

Don't like to Love .016 .099 .986 
read Like .119 .093 .408 
n=44 
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Table 4.7 
Dependent Variable Cover Influences Self-Selection by Gender 

Gender n mean std. error sig. 
Female 148 1.22 .039 .029 
Male 102 1.36 .059 .029 

For research question three, grade and level of reading enjoyment were not 

shown to be statistically significant in their impact on which readers are more 

influenced by book covers when selecting fiction books in the school library. Gender 

was found to be statistically significant with females slightly more influenced by covers 

in their self-selection than males. Implications will also be discussed in more detail in 

chapter five which is to follow. 

Additional Findings 

Participants were asked the question, "Which of these books have covers that 

might make you want to check them out of the library to read? Check as many or as few 

books as you like." Of the nineteen covers, seven received a positive response from 

more than 50% of the students. The cover for the book Shooter by Walter Dean Myers 

received the most responses with 151 (60.6%) of the 251 students indicating that the 

cover of this book might make them want to check it out to read. In a close second was 

the cover of The Boy Who Couldn't Die, by William Sleator, with 148 (59.4%) of 

students acknowledging that they might check out this book to read based on its cover. 

Receiving the third highest number of responses was Todd Strasser's You Can't Get 

Therefrom Here with 144 responses or 57.8%. In descending order were the remainder: 

The Last Chance Texaco, 55.0% (Hartinger 2004); ITYL, 52.2% (Myracle 2004); 
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Confessions of a Backup Dancer, 51.4% (Shaw 2004); and The Big Empty, 51.0 % 

(Stephens 2004). Receiving a yes from more than 40% of students were Behind You, 

49.5% (Woodson 2004); Takedown, 47.8% (Sweeney 2004); Midnighters: The Secret 

Hour, 47.8% (Westerfeld 2004); and Who am I Without Him, 43.8% (Flake 2004). In 

the category of at least 30% were One of Those Hideous Books Where the Mother Dies, 

39.8% (Sones 2004); Airborn, 35.3% (Oppel 2004); Royally Jacked, 34.9% (Burham 

2004); The Chocolate Lover, 32.9% (Rabb 2004); and Emako Blue, 32.5% (Woods 

2004). With less than 30% were The Princess ·of Pop, 29.3% (Hopkins 2004); Pulling 

Princes, 26.1 % (O'Connell 2004); and The Clique, 24.5% (Harrison 2004). Figure 4.6 

details these findings, and implications and areas of further research will be addressed 

in the chapter to come. · 
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CHAPTERV 

CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND AREAS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

Introduction 

As this study draws to a close, it is appropriate to draw conclusions, ascertain 

implications, and consider possible areas for further research. Do findings of this study 

parallel those that exist in the literature? What new information has been gained? Does the 

research conducted here hold information that could impact librarians and other 

professionals interested in young adults and their reading? What questions have been 

raised that could lead to new, perhaps related studies? To answer these queries, it is 

necessary to return to the research questions guiding this study and examine them 

individually in the context of possible conclusions, implications, and further research. 

• To what extent do book covers impact the self-selection of fiction books in the 
school library by middle school readers? 

• What specific aspects of the covers of the fiction books reviewed for grades 6, 7, 
and 8 of the 2005 Quick Picks for Young Adult Readers List appeal to middle 
school readers? 

• Based on gender, grade, and level of reading enjoyment, which middle school 
readers are more influenced by book covers when selecting fiction books in the 
middle school library? 
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Research Question One: Conclusions 

Research question one: To what extent do book covers impact the self-selection of fiction 
books in the school library by middle school readers? 

What has this research revealed about the extent that book covers impact the self

selection of fiction books in the school library by middle school readers? Previously it has 

been shown that many publishers and librarians feel that book covers are an important 

factor when Y As self-select fiction books, but there are few studies to confirm this notion. 

In a 2000 study conducted by librarian Ed Sullivan, he concluded, " ... cover art is 

extremely important in helping young adults decide whether or not to read a book" 

(Sullivan 2000, 247). Of28 respondents in a 2001 Teenreads.com poll, seventeen teen 

readers agreed that covers "greatly influence" them, nine teens replied that covers 

"sometimes" affected them, while only two readers asserted that covers did not factor into 

their decisions at all (Teenreads.com 2001, n.p.). Both Braeder (Braeder 1984) and a 

survey by the West Vancouver Public Library (George 1989) concluded that browsing the 

shelves was the top factor impacting teens' book selection. Over 71 % of students in the 

Braeder study (Braeder 1984) and over 62% of teens in the West Vancouver (George 1989) 

survey listed browsing as their top selection method. While covers were not specifically 

mentioned in either of these studies, it seems reasonable to assume that covers may have 

been a factor of influence when teens ·browsed the shelves to select books. Gerlach and 

Reinhart noted that the top three elements cited by their seventh and eighth grade 

participants to select books included in order, reading the cover, the cover illustration, and 

the title (Gerlach 1992). Students from a South African pilot project with fourteen, fifteen, 
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and sixteen-year-old readers noted that cover had the most influence of any selection factor 

with a response rate of 24.1 % of the boys and 20.8% of the girls (Olen 1997). When 

interviewing fifth graders on how they chose books from the school library, Melissa Tardiff 

found that reading the jacket, the title, and the cover were among the top methods cited 

(Tardiff 2003). 

In answer to research question one in this study, cover was the most important 

factor in the self-selection of fiction books from the school library for these 250 sixth, 

seventh, and eighth grade participants. When asked what influences their choice of books, 

the following were usually factors: cover, 76%; title, 70%; reading the cover (flap copy 

and/or blurbs), 67%; and genre, 46%. Sometimes students also considered these factors 

when selecting books: author, 51 %; recommendation from a librarian, 50%; length of the 

book, 50%; recommendation from a friend, 45%; and whether the book is in a particular 

series, 35%. Now that these preferences are known, what are the implications of these 

findings? 

Research Question One: Implications 

Research question one: To what extent do book covers impact the self-selection of fiction 
books in the school library by middle school readers? 

Jason Wells, a publicity and marketing representative for the Amulet imprint of 

Harry N. Abrams Books for Young Readers, is well aware of the impact of book covers. 

He related the story of the development of the jacket for William Sleator' s The Boy Who 

Couldn't Die, one of the books in this study. According to Wells, the marketing 

department is not usually involved with the book's dust jacket until the marketing team 
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meets with the design department to consider the cover from a sales standpoint, usually 

toward the end of the publishing process. Because little is normally changed as a result of 

that meeting, the cover for The Boy Who Couldn't Die provides an extreme example of the 

influence of marketing. At the time of the joint meeting of the two teams from Abrams, the 

cover shown in Fig. 5.1 had been chosen for Sleator's book. Advance readers' copies had 

been printed, this design had been released to Amazon.com, and the image could be found 

on at least eight other websites. Despite this, the cover was changed because marketing 

personnel felt the concept wasn't right. Wells stated that besides being "too busy," the 

team noted that there is no character in the book that could be represented by the man on 

the cover (Wells 2005). As a result, the design in Fig. 5 .1 was scrapped, even at a date near 

publication. The creative process was reinitialized, and the cover in Fig. 5 .2 was designed 

(Wells 2005). If the students in this study are any indication, the cover for this Sleator 

book was successful. When asked which of the books in the study have covers that might 

make them want to read the book, 59.4% of the 250 students responded positively to the 

cover for The Boy Who Couldn't Die, the second highest percentage of any of the 19 book 

jackets in the study. Abrams Books felt so positively about this cover that it is being used 

as a template for Sleator' s future books. "When the cover style is consistent from book to 

book, it increases consumer recognition for the author" commented Wells (Wells 2005, 

n.p.). Sleator's newest book, currently in the publication process, is slated to utilize a 

similar cover design and the same font as the previous book. This new book will feature a 

gold tone in the jacket that will complement the silvery tone of The Boy Who 
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Couldn 't Die. Abrams Books apparently hit the mark with respondents in this study on 

color as well since 74% indicated that they like the colors in the cover of The Boy Who 

Couldn't Die. 

Figure 5.1 

Original [unpublished] cover, 
The Boy Who Couldn't Die 
Copyright Abrams/ Amulet 
Used by permission. 

Figure 5.2 

Published cover, 
The Boy Who Couldn 't Die 
Copyright Abrams/ Amulet 
Used by permission. 

Wells's insight into the publishing process reinforces the findings of this study. 

Book covers are extremely important marketing tools with which to sell a book to a 

reader. But left at that, these findings bear little credence for libraries. What difference 

does it make to librarians and other educators that book covers are the most important 
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factor in middle school students' self-selection process of books? Only when this 

knowledge can be applied to creating lifelong readers does it become relevant. 

The first way that librarians may use the findings of this study is in understanding 

how to market books to students more effectively. As in bookstores, libraries can use 

covers to attract potential readers. A library should display a great many books in an 

appealing way. Displays should be changed often and showcase the fronts of books when 

possible. Variety is important, and displays of books can be grouped in different ways such 

as by theme, author, or genre. Students may enjoy creating the displays themselves and 

can be encouraged to be active participants in this process. 

Knowing that book covers are important should impact the collection development of 

a library. Much like cleaning out a closet, an ongoing process of weeding books gets rid of 

a library's clutter. Unattractive, outdated, and worn books can be recycled and replaced by 

books that are more likely to be read by students. Often older books are reprinted with 

updated covers that may catch the eyes of readers for the first time, providing new life to a 

story that is an old favorite. While positive, professional reviews should drive the selection 

of new books, the covers of books may be one point of consideration. After books have 

been selected from reviews, many librarians use online vendor sites to compile the orders. 

Many of these sites now include an image of the book's cover, which may be used to sway 

the final decision if a librarian is unsure whether the book may appeal to readers. 

The fact 76% of middle school students usually choose a book by its cover should 

have a bearing on the librarian's interaction with students and on library 
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programnung. As many books as possible should be shelved with covers out. The 

library should be filled with displays of books. Covers may be included in book:talks 

and discussed with students in readers' advisory situations. A common misconception 

is that authors design the covers for their own books. As a result students often say, "If 

it's such a good book, then why does it have such a bad cover?" The fact that many 

authors have little or no control over the jacket is often surprising to middle school 

students. These readers may never have considered that a book's cover could be 

inaccurate or misleading. If students realize that book covers are marketing tools, it 

may be the first step toward becoming better consumers of books. By providing such 

information, librarians can guide readers to develop more sophisticated techniques of 

choosing books while recognizing that a cover's appeal will remain a strong force in 

self-selection. 

Other data from this study can assist librarians in this process. It can be helpful 

to know that 70% of respondents usually consider the book's title and that 67% of them 

usually reading the cover. As with the cover design, students often think that the author 

has complete control over the book's title and has written the flap copy and blurbs. 

Once they realize that page one is truly where the author's work begins, students are 

usually more willing to postpone their selection decision until after they read a page or 

two of the book. That knowledge that 52% of students sometimes consider the author 

when choosing books also holds possibilities for librarians. In addition to booktalks, 

librarians can give "author talks" and work with students so they will notice the 

author's name of an enjoyable book. Students may enjoy author websites, and the 
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librarian may easily link these to the library's web page with free web tools such as 

hotlists. As in the adage of teaching a person to fish, it is much more helpful for 

librarians to assist students in finding one good author than in finding one good book. 

The fact that 50% of students usually choose books by length means that librarians 

should know plenty of books that qualify in the "short but really good" category. If 

46% of middle school students usually consider a book's genre and 35% usually prefer 

a series, the collection and the librarian's booktalks should reflect these reader 

preferences. Each year most professional review journals list their picks for the best 

books of the year, and these could be displayed according to genre. Students often ask 

the librarian, "Where's your mystery section?" or "Where are the fantasy books?" 

Showing students how to search by keyword or subject in the library's online catalog 

may be helpful for them. Introducing them to authors who write mysteries or fantasies 

may be a good strategy as well. As for series books, librarians should have an eye out 

to insure that the library has the latest volume of the most popular series. Readers 

appreciate being able to quickly identify which book is next in the series, either through 

a label on the book's spine or a small laminated list posted nearby. Finally, if 45% of 

middle schoolers sometimes choose books based on a friend's recommendation, the 

librarian can create opportunities such as book clubs, reader recommendation cards, and 

student booktalks to encourage the community of readers in the school to grow. 

Previously the Braeder study found that out of 440 secondary students, only ten 

replied that they chose books based on recommendations from librarians (Braeder 

1984). A West Vancouver public library study showed similarly negative data with 
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only 5.4% of respondents indicating that librarians play a role in their selection of 

books (George 1989). Although statistics were not collected, the 1992 Gerlach and 

Rinehart study of 31 randomly chosen seventh and eighth graders revealed that most of 

these students did not use the library unless forced (Gerlach 1992). Tardiff found 

similar negative opinions when she concluded that the fifteen fifth graders she 

interviewed were least likely to choose a book with the help of a librarian than by any 

other method (Tardiff2003). Librarians fared better in this study, with 27% of students 

stating that they "usually" select books with the help of a librarian and 50% responding 

as "sometimes." The recommendation of a librarian ranked sixth in this study, 

surprisingly close to a recommendation of a friend and selection by series. It is 

heartening to find that students in this study consider the recommendations of the 

librarian to be important, a tenet echoed by Robert Carlsen's "Experiences Likely to 

Produce Readers." Receiving help from librarians was listed as one of the ten 

experiences for the age group 12 to 14 (Carlsen 1988). While these positive findings 

are reassuring, the other studies cited serve as a clear message that librarians must 

constantly strive to earn this trust. To be credible and knowledgeable in readers' 

advisory, middle school librarians must constantly read a wide variety of young adult 

literature. Librarians can set the tone to create a community of readers in the school, 

thereby nurturing lifetime readers. Middle school librarian Trumanell Maples 

addresses this role when she writes: 

Humans are such social critters; we need to feel like we belong. On the other 
hand, we want to feel special and unique-kind of a social oxymoron. 
Librarians who know and appreciate this dual quality in their patrons also enjoy 
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the fabulous obligation to use their love of books and love of kids to create a 
community of readers. Young people need to know that the books they're 
reading are considered acceptable by their peers and (sometimes) by their 
parents or teachers. YA readers would rather have their parents cut their meat 
for them in the school cafeteria than be seen carrying books that don't meet 
current social standards-by author, title, cover, size, and/or topic. 
Consequently, we librarians need to either have multiple copies of popular 
books, or be willing to tolerate long reserve lists! We also need to read those 
popular books ourselves and take advantage of review journals and bookstore 
shelves to see what's new and what's hot in order to be ready when the eager 
packs come in asking for the newest titles in favorite series and by favorite 
authors. That way, we insure that our young readers will keep faith with our 
ability to lead this reading community. The importance of knowing how to 
reach the reading interests of the group is directly proportional to the importance 
of knowing how to reach the reading interests of the individual. While young 
adults want to appear acceptable to the group, they also want to know that they 
aren't invisible. Librarians have to be overtly aware of the kinds of things that 
might interest particular young readers. But beyond that, we have to make the 
effort to procure and deliver those unique pieces into the hands of the 
youngsters. Sure, databases can collect information about a person's library 
history. Some even really whiz-bang systems even can predict other items that 
might fit into someone's checkout pattern. True, vendors try hard to tempt 
librarians into buying whatever they have that's new. But none of those, no 
matter how up-to-date or expensive, no matter how glittery the advertising, 
equals the value of fostering the social nature of our readers through personal 
contact. And librarians who ignore that responsibility must be willing to find 
ourselves replaced by amazon.com (Maples 2005, n.p.). 

Research Question One: Areas for Further Research 

Research question one: To what extent do book covers impact the self-selection of 
fiction books in the school library by middle school readers? 

While this study concluded that middle school students most often rely on book 

covers to make their selections, it did not explore the link between books chosen by 

their covers and eventual satisfaction by the readers. A study could be set up in which 

middle school students are briefly interviewed at the time of checkout to learn why they 

selected the particular book( s) they chose. After a period of time, the same students 
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could be interviewed to determine whether they read all, part, or none of the book(s) 

and why. Finally, students could rate their level of enjoyment for the book(s). It would 

be interesting to see if a parallel exists between the books that students most/least 

enjoyed reading and the method of selection for those books. Were students who chose 

books by the covers satisfied with the book after reading them? Do the books match 

their expectations as based on the covers? Does having the knowledge and professional 

expertise of a librarian's recommendations in reader's advisory lead to higher levels of 

satisfaction with the book as opposed to other selection strategies? 

Research Question Two: Conclusions 

Research question two: What specific aspects of the covers of the fiction books 
reviewed for grades 6,7, and 8 of the 2005 Quick Picks for Young Adult Readers List 
appeal to middle school readers? 

In his book Children's Book Covers: Great Book Jacket and Cover Design., 

Alan Powers discussed the attachment that children make to the visual images in a 

picture book (Powers 2003). Powers conjectured that children may not be able to 

separate form and content, so they may create an emotional bond with a picture book, 

as they might a toy (Powers 2003). As Powers stated: 

The cover can play a varied role in this conjunction. With a picture book, it 
may be a sample of the delights to follow, a kind of window on to an inner 
world, but not necessarily the richest of them. For a children's novel, it may be 
the only part that is printed in colour and thus more emotionally engaging. The 
cover certainly plays a part in the process of physical engagement with a book, 
for while, almost by definition, one cannot look at the cover while reading, it 
establishes the book as a physical object to be picked up, put down, and perhaps 
kept over time (Powers 2003, 6). 

104 



Nancy Anderson, author of Elementary Children 's Literature: The Basics for Teachers 

and Parents, asserted that illustrations may be as important, if not more important, than 

the text itself (Anderson 2002). If this is the case, then novels for young adults have 

only the cover to rely on for this important visual engagement with the reader. In 

making a case for visual literacy, Lynell Burmark noted that today's children have 

shorter attention spans than ever before. "The primary literacy of the 21st century will 

be visual: pictures, graphics, images of every kind" (Burmark 2001, 2). To grab the 

attention of this visual generation, novels must rely solely on the covers of books. 

Research question two sought to determine if particular elements of the covers 

used in this study had more appeal to participants than others. Students were asked to 

check which elements they liked for each of the nineteen book covers used in this 

study: character(s) or picture, colors, design, font, and/or mood. These elements were 

chosen from pilot studies and informal discussions with students prior to the onset of 

this study. Students were directed to choose as many or as few of the preceding 

elements as desired. Using descriptive statistics to obtain mean rankings, the following 

elements were selected by respondents in order from most to least preferred: design, 

font, character(s) or picture, colors, and mood (See Fig. 5.3). If frequency of an 

element's being chosen is considered instead of the mean rank, the order changes to 

font, design, character(s) or picture, colors, and mood (See Fig. 5.4). The variation may 

be accounted for because font was selected with more frequency, but design received 

slightly higher overall scores. 
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Covers chosen by 75% or more students based on design were in order by score: 

Can't Get There from Here, 84% (Strasser 2004); Midnighters: The Secret Hour, 84%, 

(Westerfeld 2004); Shooter, 77% (Myers 2004); Confessions of a Backup Dancer, 76% 

(Shaw 2004); and Behind You, 75% (Woodson 2004). While 177 (75%) students indicated 

that they like the design of Behind You (Woodson 2004), only 123 (49.4%) of the same . 
group affirmed that they would check out this book based on its cover alone. 

In regard to font, the following four covers garnered at least 75% or more positive 

votes: The Boy Who Couldn't Die, 81 % (Sleator 2004); The Big Empty, 80% (Stephens 

2004); Can't Get There from Here, 80% (Strasser 2004); and Emako Blue, 75% (Woods 

2004). Font doesn't necessarily indicate whether students would check the book out on its 

cover alone, however. While The Boy Who Couldn't Die (Sleator 2004), Can't Get There 

from Here (Strasser 2004), and The Big Empty (Stephens 2004) gained enough votes to put 

their numbers at or above 51 % for each, only 32.5% of students would check out Emako 

Blue (Woods 2004) based on its cover. 

In the interest of fairness to the Quick Picks list, students seemed to like most 

aspects of most of these covers. For each of the 19 covers, students were directed to check 

which of the five attributes that they liked. The instructions allowed them to check as 

many or as few answers as they liked for each, and check they did. With 19 books and five 

attributes for each, there were 95 total choices that students could mark. Of these 95 

choices, only two fell below 50% approval rating. A mere 43% of participants liked the 

font of The Clique (Harrison 2004), and only 45% of students liked the mood of Pulling 

Princes (O'Connell 2004). In other words, of the majority of the 250 students in the study 
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seven received this affirmation by more than 50% of the students. In order of preference, 

these covers were as follows: Shooter, 60.6% (Myers 2004); The Boy Who Couldn't Die, 

59.4% (Sleator 2004); Can't Get Therefrom Here, 57.8% (Strasser); The Last Chance 

Texaco, 55% (Hartinger 2004); ITYL, 52.5% (Myracle 2004); Confessions of a Backup 

Dancer, 51.4% (Shaw 2004); and The Big Empty, 51% (Stephens 2004). 

Apparent inconsistencies exist, however. For example, the cover of Midnighters: 

The Secret Hour (Westerfeld 2004) received high marks for design by 84% of students, but 

fewer than 49% of them indicated that the cover would make them want to check the book 

out. Conversely, while The Clique (Harrison 2004) managed to pull in 51 % of student 

approval for its design, only 24.5% of them said they would actually check the book out 

based on its cover alone. Based on this, the conclusion was drawn that it is difficult to 

isolate the specific elements of jacket design that hold appeal, that the whole of the cover 

may be greater than its individual parts, and that the appeal of book covers is a matter of 

personal taste. 
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Research Question Two: Implications 

Research question two: What specific aspects of the covers of the fiction books 
reviewed for grades 6, 7, and 8 of the 2005 Quick Picks for Young Adult Readers List 
appeal to middle school readers? 

As with fashions, book covers and the specific elements that comprise them are 

governed by trends. In regard to predicting what kids between the ages of 10 and 14 

will like, David Siegel, author of the Great Tween Buying Machine: Capturing Your 

Share of the Multi-Billion-Dollar Tween Market, says, "Today's tweens are exposed to 

so much media, so much learning, so much technology, and most importantly, so much 

marketing. There is no way for any of us to predict how they will react to the next new 

product offering or the next ad campaign" (Siegel 2004, 32). These savvy consumers 

spend hours each week immersed in TV and on the Internet. What was unique and 

interesting a few months ago may be old news today. Siegel describes a focus group to 

test market a new communications device. The tweens in the group; however, were 

unanimously bored with the offering. "Even six months earlier the product would have 

been seen as unique," bemoans Siegel (Siegel 2004, 32). Based on these comments, it 

would be interesting to wait six months, and then repeat the same questionnaire using 

the same books with the same participants. If the Siegel phenomenon exists, it would 

be expected that student reactions to these covers would be much less enthusiastic. 

Student response to the individual elements of character(s) or picture, colors, 

design, font, and mood of the nineteen covers was enormously positive. The lowest 
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numbers tallied were 43% approval for the font of The Clique (Harrison 2004) and 45% 

for the mood of Pulling Princes (O'Connell 2004). Every other element for every 

cover rated 51 % or more. A discrepancy existed between these high percentages and 

the books that students would check out based solely on their covers. Of the nineteen 

books, only seven of them were selected by more than 50% of the respondents. So 

even though students may have liked the individual cover elements, it may not follow 

that they liked the cover itself equally well. The whole was more than the parts. For 

librarians, the implication of this research question may be more about the value of 

opening a dialogue with students in asking their opinions than about whether design is 

more important than font. 

Research Question Two: Areas of Further Research 

Research question two: What specific aspects of the covers of the fiction books 
reviewed for grades 6, 7, and 8 of the 2005 Quick Picks for Young Adult Readers List 
appeal to middle school readers? 

In pilot studies, students were interviewed one at a time using qualitative 

methodology. The researcher held up each of the Quick Picks books and then asked the 

student to indicate whether the cover appealed to him or her or not. While students had 

no trouble deciding whether they liked the cover, isolating the reason why the cover 

held appeal was more difficult. Often participants would comment, "I don't know why 

I like it; it just looks good." For the final research study, it was thought that by 

separating major cover elements, students would find it easier to respond and that 

patterns might emerge. The hope was that if common patterns did emerge, it might be 

shown that many middle school readers currently have a preference for bright colors 
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over dark or dust jackets that depict the characters through photographs as opposed to · 

drawings, for example. If such patterns could be discerned, the information might be 

useful to librarians in preparing booktalks or in providing readers' advisory to students. 

No such patterns have become clearly apparent, especially since students seemed to like 

almost every individual element of the majority of the covers. 

Even though cover appeal remains elusive, trend based, and market driven, 

future research might prove interesting. Rather than have a group of pre-selected 

books, the researcher might ask students to browse the shelves of the middle school 

library and select a small number of books with appealing covers. Using qualitative 

methodology, the researcher could ask students what they like about these covers and 

then record their answers. 

Another possibility would be a study with a longitudinal approach. By using the 

Quick Picks covers for a period of five or six years, patterns over time might become 

more evident. Also a study could be conducted comparing student reaction to the 

individual elements in Quick Picks book covers and either self-selected books or books 

from a different state or national list for young adult readers. 

Research Question Three: Conclusions 

Research question three: Based on gender, grade, and level of reading enjoyment, 
which middle school readers are more influenced by book covers when selecting fiction 
books in the middle school library? 

This study did not seek to determine the reading preferences of each gender, the 

amount of r~ading students do for pleasure at each grade level, or even favorite genres 

among students who love to read versus those who eschew reading. What it did seek to 
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learn is whether certain strata of middle school students seem to be more strongly 

influenced by book covers when deciding which fiction books to check out from the 

library. Are males or females more strongly influenced? Does a student's grade (sixth, 

seventh, or eighth) have a bearing on the likelihood that he/she will be influenced by a 

book's jacket? And finally, does a student's self-professed level of reading enjoyment 

(loves to read, likes to read, doesn't like to read) factor into whether the cover of a book 

is more likely to be important to that library patron? 

Based on a logistic regression in SPSS with "cover influences decision" as the 

dependent variable, neither grade nor level of reading enjoyment was found to be 

statistically significant. Gender was shown to be significantly different, however. With 

at-test, group statistics for males (n=102) and females (n=l48) show that females, with 

a mean of 1.22, were very slightly more influenced by covers than their male 

counterparts with a mean of 1.36 (See Table 5.1). To answer research question three, 

females may be slightly more likely to choose books based on their cover appeal as 

opposed to males. Whether a student is in sixth, seventh, or eighth grade appeared to 

have no bearing on how much influence a book's jacket will have. Similarly, whether a 

student claimed to love to read, like to read, or doesn't like to read seemed to have little 

relevance to the amount that a book cover would figure into the student's decision to 

check out the book. 
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Table 5.1 
Cover Influences Decision by Gender 

T-Test Gender N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Cover 

influences Male 148 1.22 0.474 0.039 

Cover 

influences Female 102 1.36 0.594 0.059 

Research Question Three: Implications 
' 

Research question three: Based on gender, grade, and level of reading enjoyment, which 
middle school readers are more influenced by book covers when selecting fiction books in 
the middle school library? 

At first glance it may seem that research question three has no relevant implications 

since there is little to no significant difference in whether book covers will impact the self

selection strategies of males or females, younger or older middle school students, or those 

who say they love to read, like to read, or don't like to read. However, when research 

question ~ee is placed in context with research question one, it would seem that relevance 

does exist. In analyzing data from respondents of both genders, all three grades, and all 

three levels of reading enjoyment, only 4% rarely consider covers when checking out 

fiction books. Those who are usually influenced by a book's cover number 76%, and 

students sometimes influenced by covers number 20%. Based on these data, we can 

conclude that book covers are the strongest single influence on middle school females and 

males no matter their grade or level of reading interest. 
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At the onset of this study it was expected, albeit stereotypically, that males would 

be more influenced by book covers than females, that younger students would be more 

easily swayed by a cover than older ones, and that students who love to read would be 

somehow more discriminating in their selection strategies than those who don't like to 

read. For such a diverse population as middle school students to be equally impacted by 

the influence of book covers when selecting fiction books from the school library is 

surpnsmg. The author of Children's Book Covers: Great Book Jacket and Cover Design 

wrote, 

In two particular ways, the significance of the cover as a symbolic stand-in for the 
book itself has increased in recent years. Now that books, both old and new, are 
increasingly bought over the Internet, the closest the prospective buyer can come to 
a tangible object is an electronic image of the cover. A buyer handling a copy in a 
shop can get a more complete feel of a book, both in terms of content and physical 
presentation, but the cover now has to attempt to carry more subliminal information 
in a way that could be detrimental to its independence as a design, or its capacity to 
interpret the book on more subtle levels (Powers 2003, 135). 

Perhaps this phenomenon, along with an ever-growing reliance on visual images as a result 

not only of the Internet but also of the proliferation of print and nonprint visual media, 

helps to explain these results. 

For librarians, the implications are clear. Because students of every strata place 

high importance on the visual images ofbookjackets, librarians should include visual 

images when talking about books with students. During an informal one-on-one reader's 

advisory, the librarian can allow the student patron to study the book's dust jacket 
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while talking about the book. In a more structured group presentation, a document camera 

enables a whole class of students to clearly see a book's cover while the librarian 

booktalks. Book covers may easily be incorporated into presentation software as well. 

Since book jackets are important self-selection tools, students may enjoy talking with the 

librarian about why particular covers are appealing or not. Finally, librarians may work 

with students to raise their level of self-awareness about their self-selection strategies and 

to help them expand these techniques. 

Research Question Three: Further Research 

Research question three: Based on gender, grade, and level of reading enjoyment, which 
middle school readers are more influenced by book covers when selecting fiction books in 
the middle school library? 

An interesting offshoot to this study would be to examine student satisfaction with 

books chosen primarily on cover appeal. Students could be briefly queried at the time of 

checkout as to how they selected the book they are checking out. After a previously 

determined period of time elapses, the same students would be interviewed using 

qualitative methods. Did the student read the book? Why or why not? If the student did 

read the book, how would he/she rate his/her level of enjoyment? The study could attempt 

to determine which self-selection strategy or strategies resulted in the highest level of 

reading satisfaction. 

Additional Findings: Implications 

Question three of the research study asked students to indicate which of the 

nineteen books had covers that might make them want to check out the book to read. 

Respondents were able to choose as many or as few books as desired, and seven of the 
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nineteen covers were chosen due to the merits of their covers by at least 50% of 

students. Shooter (Myers 2004) came in as the cover chosen by most students with 151 

individual votes (60.6%). It was interesting to note that even the book with the least 

number of positive responses, The Clique (Harrison 2004), would be checked out on the 

merits of its cover by almost 25% of the 249 students. These numbers reinforce the 

finding that students are highly influenced by the covers of books. 

Additional Findings: Areas for Further Research 

Since cover art is a criteria for selection to the Quick Picks list and since all the 

books in this study are Quick Picks books, it is conceivable that the books in this study 

may have more appeal to students than would other books not chosen for the Quick 

Picks list. Other possibilities would be to compare books that students self-selected to 

Quick Picks selections and to institute similar studies comparing one year's Quick Pick 

books to the appeal of another year's list. 

Contributions to the Body of Literature 

Little has been written on the appeal of book covers to middle school readers. 

Alone, the results of such study would provide interest but little relevance. It is 

tempting to suggest that this study may provide implications, however small, for 

publishers of young adult books. In reality it is recognized that covers are too governed 

by personal taste, too complex, and too situational to predict accurately what cover will 

appeal to even one reader, much less a group as diverse as middle school students. The 

success of this study lies not in determining which covers middle school students like 

but rather in determining that covers influence their self-selection process so mightily. 
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When placed in the context of readers' advisory, these results may matter to librarians. 

Librarians, who, like Ranganathan, wish to match every reader with his/her book, may 

find it helpful to understand factors by which middle school students select books 

(Ranganathan 1963). Armed with this information, librarians may help students be 

more successful in choosing books that they like. The more often these students find a 

book they enjoy, the greater the likelihood that they will become readers for life. 

This focus on developing life-long readers brings this study back to G. Robert 

Carlsen and his seminal work, Voices of Readers (Carlsen 1988). With the authority of 

listening to these voices for thirty years, Carlsen cited experiences likely to create 

readers. His work asserted that for 12-14 year old students, receiving help from a 

librarian was one of ten experiences likely to create readers. In the present study, 27% 

of respondents stated that the librarian usually influences their decision, and another 

50% say the librarian is sometimes an influence. So not only does the present study 

confirm how students select books, but it also confirms the role of the librarian in that 

process. With the awareness of how students choose books, librarians may help 

students become more adept in their selection. Hopefully these readers will find books 

that they will remember long after they forget the librarian who helped them. 
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Choosing Books to Check Out 

1. How do you usually choose the fiction books that you check out from the school • 
library? 

2. What kind of book covers appeal most to you? 

3. Do you like to read fiction books for pleasure? 

4. Are you a boy or girl? 

5. What grade are you in? 
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Choosing Fiction Books to Check Out 

1. I am in grade: (6) (7) (8) 
2. I am a: (boy) (girl) 
3. I usually: (love) (like) (don't like) to read. 
4. I can (usually) (sometimes) (almost never) find books I like. 
5. Why do you read? A) I want to. B) I have to. C) Both. 

6. Circle as many answers as you want for the following question: 

When I check out fiction books from the school library, I choose them by: 

The author 

If it is an award book 

The cover 

If a family member recommends it 

If a friend recommends it 

The kind of book it is 

If it's a Lone Star book 

If the book is long 

I read the first paragraph or page 

I read the inside of the cover or the back of the book 

If it's a new book 

If it's in a series 

If the book is short 

If the book is standing on top of one of the shelves 

If a teacher recommends it 

By the title 

7. Which one of the above choices do you use most often when you choose fiction books? 

8. Which one of the above choices usually works best to help you find a book you like? 
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Questionnaire 

Most often I choose by: #l Comments: 

a author 

b how the cover looks 

C length 

d recommendation 

e series 

summa on book cover 

g 

h of book it is (genre) 

I 
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Book Covers Questionnaire Page 1 of 4 

Book Covers Questionnaire Exit this survey > > 

Look carefully at each of these book covers and check what you, like 
about each one. · 

You may check as many or as fewanswers as you like for each. Please be 
careful not to skip a question. 

Please raise your hand if you have a question. 

Definitions: 

Character or picture: 
Do you like the way the person or people are shown on the cover? 
Do you like the graphic that is shown on the cover? 

Colors: 
Do you like the colors that are used on the cover? 

Design: 
Do you like the way· the total cover looks? 
Do you like the way the cover is designed as a whole? 

Font: 
Do you like the choice of lettering used for the title and other words 
shown on the cover? 

Mood: 
Do you like the feeling the cover creates? 

1. 
Check which things you LIKE about this cover. 

You may check as many or as few answers as you llke for each cover. 
Character 

(s) or Colors Design Font Mood 
Picture 

a. Royally Jacked • • II • b. Who am I Without Him? • II II II 
c. The Clique II II II .. 
d. The Last Chance Texaco Ii{ Ill • • . 

e. The Princess of Pop II R II 111 
http://www.surveymonkey .cotn/Users/6SS849S3/Survers/8922S840077 /224F l 42E-SCE8-... 3/14/2006 
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Book Covers Questionnaire 

f. Shooter 

g. TIYL 

h. Pulling Princes ' 

i. Airborn 

2. 
Check which things you UKE about this cover. 

• II 
II .. 

/ 

You may check as many or as few answers as you like for each cover. 
Character 

(s) or Colors Design Font 
Picture 

j. The Chocolate Lover II • II 
k. Confessions of a Backup II • • . 

Dancer 

I. The Boy Who Couldn't Die • • Iii 
m. One of those Hideous Books • II II 
where the Mother .. 

n. The Big Empty • II II 
o. Can't Get There from Here ~ Ill Ill. 
p. Takedown II II II 
q. Midnighters: The Secret II m z • Hour 

r. Emako Blue II • • s. Behind You Pl . ~ Iii 

3. 

Page 2 of 4 

Mood 

Which of these books have covers that might make you want to check it out of the 
library to read? 

Check as many or as few books as you like. 

~ a. Royally Jacked 

~ b. Who am I Without Him? 

111 C. The Clique 

8 d. The Last Chance Texaco 

Im e. The Princess of Pop 

~ f. Shooter 

I! g. TTYL 

Im h. Pulling Princes 

~ i. Airborn 

R j. The Chocolate Lover 

http://www.surveymonkey.com/Users/65584953/Surve~s/8922S840077/224F142E-5CE8-... 3/14/2006 
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Book Covers Questionnaire 

■ k. Confessions of a Backup Dancer 

II 1. The Boy Who Couldn't Die 

II rri. One of those Hideous Books where the Mother .. 

■ n. The Big Empty 

II o. Can't Get There from Here 

II p. Takedown 

lfA q. Midnlghters: The Secret Hour 

II r. Emako Blue 

~ s. Behind You 

Page 3 of 4 

* 4. When you check out fiction books from the school library, what most often 
Influences your decision? 

a. Author 

b. Cover 

c. Genre of book 

d. Length of book 

e. Read the cover 

f. Recommendation from a friend 

g. Recommendation from the librarian 

h. Series 

i. Title 

* 5. I am a 
wJ female 

:;;J male 

* 6. I am In 

d sixth grade 

.ifj seventh grade 

d eighth grade 

* 7. Usually, I 

a love to read 

ii like to read 

4'!,jJ don't like to read 

Usually Sometimes 

ii 
;JI. 

Rarely 

• d 
d 
'~ 
la 

http://www.survey monkey .com/Users/65584953/Surveys/89225840077 /224F l 42E-SCE8-... 3/14/2006 
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ALA~~;:~on 
2005 Quick Picks for Reluctant Young Adult Readers 

The Young Adult Library Services Association (Y ALSA), a division of the American 
Library Association (ALA), has announced its 2004 annual recommended.list of Quick 
Picks for Reluctant Young Adult Readers. The list was released during the ALA 
Midwinter Meeting in Boston, J~~ 14-18. 

Compiled by a 12-member committee, the 8_0 titles on the list were published late 2003 
through 2004 and represent over 30 different publishers. Thirty-three of the titles are 
non-fiction and forty-seven are fiction. 

The Quick Picks committee seeks books that teens, ages 12-18, will pick up on their own 
and read for pleasure. The list is ·geared to the teenager who, for whatever reason, does 
not like to read. Teen input is a vital aspect in the final decision of the committee. The 
visual appearance of a book and the standard considerations in the quality of content is 
equally important when selecting books for reluctant young readers. The list is not 

. intended for teenagers with reading disabilities, though some of the selected titles may be 
appropriate for those teens. 

You can also view the Top Ten Quick Picks for Reluctant Young Adult Readers. 

, CosmoGirl Quiz Book: All About You. $5.95 Sterling/Hearst, 2004. 1-58816-381-4. 

Dr. Ernest Drake's Dragonology. $18.99. Candlewick, 2003. 0-7363-2329-6. 

The Homer Book. $9.95. Harper Collins/Perennial, 2004. 0-06-073884-7. 

Ripley's Believe It or Not. $25.95. Mint Publishing/Ripley, 2004. 1-893951-73-1. 

So What? The Good, the Mad and the Ugly: The Official Metallica Illustrated 
Chronicles. $29.95. Broadway Books, 2004. 0-7679-1881-9. 

YM's The Best of Say ;\.nything. $6.95. Random House/Bantam, 2004. 0-553-37601-2. 

Abbott, Hailey. Summ~r Boys. $8.99. Scholastic, 2004. 0-439-54020-8. 

Brisick, Jamie. Have Board, Will Travel. $19.95. Harper Entertainment, 2004. 0-06-
056359-1. 
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Burnham,Niki. Royally Jacked. $5.99. Simon and Schuster/Simon Pulse, 2004. 0-689-
86668-2. 

Coker, Cheo Hodari. Unbelievable: The Life, Death and Afterlife of the Notorious 
B.I.G. $19.95. Three Rivers Press, 2004. 0-609-80835-4 

Choyce, Lesley. Thunderbowl. $7.95. Orea, 2004. 1-55143-277-3 

Davidson, Dana. Jason and Kyra. $16.99. Hyperion/Jump at the Sun, 2004. 0-7868-
1851-4 

De La Cruz, Melissa. The Au Pairs. $14.95. Simon and Schuster, 2004. 0-68-987066-3 

Ehrenhaft, Daniel. Ten Things To Do Before I Die. $15.95. Random House/Delacorte, 
2004. 0-385-73007-1 

Flake, Sharon. Who Am I Without Him? A Short Story Collection About Girls and 
the Boys in Their Lives. $15.99. Hyperion, 2004. 0-7868-0693-1 

Flinn, Alex. Nothing to!Lose. $15.99. Harper Tempest, 2004. 0-06-051751-4 

Giles, Gail. Playing in Traffic. $16.95. Roaring Brook, 2004. 1-59643-005-2 

Gottlieb, Andrew. In the Paint: Tattoos of the NBA and the Stories Behind Them. 
$16.95. Hyperion, 2003. 0-7868-8868-7 

Grandits, John. Technically, It's Not My Fault: Concrete Poems. $15.95/$18.95. 
Clarion, 2004. 0-618-42833-X he 0-618-80361-7 pb. 

Hareas, John. NBA's Greatest. $30. DK, 2003. 0-7894•9977-0 

Harrison, Lisi. The Clique. $7.99. Little, Brown, 2004. 0-316-70129-7 

Hartinger, Brent. Last Chance Texaco. $15.99. Harper Collins, 2004. 0-06-050912-0 

Heimberg, Jason and Justin Heimberg. The Official Movie Plot Generator: 27,000 
Hilarious Movie Plot Combinations. $16.45. Brothers Heimberg Publishing, 2004. 0-
9740439-1-5 

Heneghan, James. Hit Squad. $7.95. Orea, 2003. 1-55143-269-2 
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Hirano, l{.ohta. Hellsing series. $13.95 ea. Dark Horse Comics, 2003-2004. 
Volume 1: 1-59307-056-X 
Volume 2: 1-59307-057-8 
Volume 3: 1-59307-202-3 
Volume 4: 1-59307-259-7 

Hobbs, Valerie. Letting Go of Bobby James, or How I Found My Self of Steam. $16. 
Farrar, Strauss and Giroux/Frances Foster, 2004. 0-374-34384-5 

Hopkins, Cathy. Truth or Dare series. $5.99 ea. Simon and Schuster, 2004. 
The Princess of Pop. 0-689-87002-7 
Teen Queens and Has-Beens. 0-689-87129-5 
White Lies and Barefaced Truths. 0-689-87003-5 

Hopkins, Ellen. Crank. $6.99. Simon and Schuster, 2004. 0-689-86519-8 

Horowitz, Anthony. Eagle Strike. $17.99. Penguin/Philomel, 2003. 0-399-23979-0 

Hrdlitschka, Shelley. Kat's Fall. $7.95. Orea, 2004. 1-55143-312-5 

Jacobs, Thomas. They Broke the Law; You Be the Judge: True Cases of Teen Crime. 
$15.95. Free Spirit, 2003. 1-57542-134-8 

Johns, Geoff. Teen Titans: A Kid's Game. $9.95. DC Comics, 2004. 1-4012-0308-6 

· Jones, Patrick. Things Change. $16.95. Walker, 2004. 0-8027-8901-3 

Kenner, Rob and Pitts, George. VX: 10 Years of Vibe Photography. $40. AbramsNibe 
Books, 2003. 0-8109-4546-0 

Klancher, Lee. Monster Garage: How to Customize Damn Near Everything. $19.95. 
Motorbooks International/ MBI Publishing, 2003. 0-7603-1748-8 

Kool Moe Dee. There's a God on the Mic: The True SO Greatest MCs. $24.95. 
Thunder's Mouth Press, 2003. 1-56025-5331 

Leiker, Ken. Unscripted. $45. Simon and Schuster, 2003. 0-7434-7761-8 

, Lynch, Clam. Ruby Gloom's Keys to Happiness. $12.95. Abrams, 2004. 0-8109-5036-7 

Mackler, Carolyn. Vegan Virgin Valentine. $16.99. Candlewick, 2004. 0-7636-2155-2 

Manning, Sarra. Guitar Girl. $15.99. Dutton, 2004. 0-525-47234-7 
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McGrath, Jeremy. Wide Open: A Life in Supercross. $23.95. Harper Entertainment, 
2004. 0-06-053727-2 -

McManners, Hugh. Ultimate Special Forces. $30. DK, 2003. 0-7894-9973-8 

Miller, Timothy and Steve Milton. Nascar Now. $19.95. Firefly, 2004. 1-55297-829-X 

Milner-Halls, Kelly. Albino Animals. $18.95/$8.95. Darby Creek, 2004. 1-58196-012-3 
he 1-58196-019-0 pb 

Minter, J. The Insiders. $8.95. Bloomsbury, 2004. 1-58234-895-2 

Morgan, David Lee. LeBron James: The Rise of a Star. $14.95. Gray, 2003. 1-886228-
c 74-4 

Myers, Walter Dean. Shooter. $15.99. Harper Collins/Amistad, 2004. 0-06-029519-8 

Myracle, Lauren. TTYL. $15.95. Abrams/Amulet, 2004. 0-8109-4821-4 

Nagatomo, Haruno. Draw Your Own Manga: All the Basics. $20. Kodansha America, 
2004.4-7700-2951-9 

Nash, Naomi. You are So Cursed. $5.99. Dorchester/Leisure, 2004. 0-8439-5310-1 

Naylor, Caroline. Beauty Trix for Cool Chix: Easy-to-Make Lotions, Potions, and 
Spells to Bring Out a Beautiful You. $9.95. Watson-Guptill, 2003. 0-8230-6957-5 

Nelson, Blake. Rock Star, Superstar. $16.99. Viking, 2004. 0-670-05933-1 

O'Connell, Tyne. Pulling Princes. $16.95. Bl~omsbury USA, 2004. 1-58234-957-6 

Oppell, Kenneth. Airborn. $16.99/$17.89 Harper Collins, 2004. 0-06-053180-0 trade 0-
06-053181-9 lib bind. 

Parker, Daniel and Lee Miller. Watching Alice series. $7.99 ea. Penguin/Razorbill, 2004 
Break the Surface 1-59514-001-8 

. Walk On Water 1-59514-002-6 

Perez. Marlene. Unexpected Development. $16.95. Roaring Brook, 2004. 
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Rabb, M.E. The Missing Persons series. $5.99 ea. Penguin/Speak, 2004. 
The Chocolate Lover 0-14-250042-9 · 
The Rose Queen 0-14-250041-0 
The Unsuspecting Gourmet 0-14-250044-5 
The Venetian Policeman 0-14-250043-7. 

Riley, Andy. The Book of Bunny Suicides. $10. Penguin/Plume, 2004. 0-452-28518-6 
, I 

Rohrer, Russ. Ten Days in the Dirt: Spectacle of Off-Road Motorcycling. $19.95. 
Motorbooks International, 2004. 0-7603-1803-4 

Rothbart, Davy. Found: The Best Lost, Tossed and Forgotten Items from Around the 
World. $14. Simon and Schuster/Fireside, 2004. 0-7432-5114-8 

Seate, Mike. Choppers: Heavy Metal. $40. Motorbooks International, 2004. 

Shaw, Maria. Maria Shaw's Star Gazer: Your Soul Searching, Dream Seeking, Make 
Something Happen Guide to the Future. $17.95. Llewellyn, 2003. 0-7387-0422-9 

Shaw, Tucker. Confessions of a Backup Dancer. $8.99. Simon and Schuster/Aladdin, 
2004. 0-689-87075-2 

Sleator, William. The Boy Who Couldn't Die. $16.95. Abrams/Amulet, 2004. 0-81094-
824-9 

Sones, Sonya. One of Those Hideous Books Where the Mother Dies. $15.95. Simon 
and Schuster, 2004. 0-689-84169-8 

Stephens, J.B. The Big Empty series. $6.99 ea. Penguin/Razorbill, 2004. 
The Big Empty 1-59514-006-9 
Paradise City. 1-59514-007-7 

Stolarz, Laurie F. Blue is for Nightmares. $8.99. Llewellyn, 2003. 0-73-870391-5 

Strasser, Todd. Can't Get There From Here. $15.95. Simon and Schuster, 2004. 0-
8118-4033-6 

Sweeney, Joyce. Takedown. $15.95.Marshall Cavendish, 2004. 0-7614-5175-7 
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Takaya, Natsuki. Fruits Basket series. $9.99 ea. Tokyopop, 2004. 
Volume 11-59182-603-9 
Volume 2. 1-59182-604-7 
Volume 3. 1-59182-605-5 
Volume 4. 1-59182-606-3 
Volume 5. 1-59182-607-1 

Thomson, Celia. The Nine Lives of Chloe King series. $6.99 ea. Simon and 
Schuster/Simon Pulse, 2004. ; 

The Fallen 0-689-86658-5 
The Stolen 0-689-86659-3 

Thorley, Joe. Avril Lavigne: The Unofficial Book. $14.95. Virgin Publishing, 2003 
1-85227-0497 

Vizzini, Ned. Be More Chill. $16.95. Hyperion/Miramax, 2004. 0-7868-0995-7 

Walters, Eric. Overdrive. $7.95. Orea, 2004. 1-55143-318-4 

Westerfeld, Scott. The Secret Hour. $15.99. Harper Collins/Eos, 2004. 0-06-051951-7 

Weyn, Suzanne. Bar Code Tattoo. $5.99. Scholastic, 2004. 0-43-939562-3 

Whedon, Joss. Fray. $19.95. Dark Horse Comics, 2003. 1-56971-751-6 

Woods, Brenda. Emako Blue. $15.99. Penguin Putnam, 2004. 0-399-24006-3 

Woodson, Jacqueline. Behind You. $15.99. Penguin Putnam, 2004. 0-399-23988-X 

Members of the Y ALSA Quick Picks for Reluctant Young Adult Readers committee are: 
Maureen Hartman, Chair, Minneapolis Public Library, Ty R. Burns, Cypress Springs 
(Texas) High School; Sar~ Couri, New York Public Library; Stacy L. Creel-Chavez, 
Harris County (Texas) Public Library; MaryAnn Harlan, Arcata High School (Calif.); · 
Sara Catherine Howard, Sam Houston State University (Texas); Teri S. Lesesne, Sam 
Houston State University (Texas); Kimberly A. Patton, Lawrence (Kansas) Public 
Library; Jennifer M. Stencel, Akron-Summit County (Ohio) Public Library; Jamie 
Watson, Harford County (Maryland) Public Library; Rollie Welch, Cleveland Public 
Library; Jennifer Mattson, consultant Booklist, Chicago; Administrative Assistant Victor 
Schill, Harris County (Texas) Public Library. 
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Books Used in This Study 

Burnham, Niki. 2004. Royally jacked. Simon and Schuster/Simon Pulse. 

Flake, Sharon. 2004. Who am I without him? Hyperion/Jump at the Sun. 

Harrison, Lisi. 2004. The clique. Little, Brown. 

Hartinger, Brent. 2004. Last chance Texaco. HarperCollins. 

Hopkins, Cathy. 2004. The princess of pop~ Simon and Schuster. 

Myers, Walter Dean. 2004. Shooter. HarperCollins/ Amistad. 

Myracle, Lauren. 2004. 1TYL. Abrams/ Amulet. . 

O'Connell, Tyne. 2004. Pulling princes. Bloomsbury USA. 

Oppel, Kenneth. 2004. :Airborn. HarperCollins. 

Rabb, M.E. 2004. The chocolate lover. Penguin/Speak. 

· Shaw, Tucker. 2004. Confessions of a backup dancer. Simon and Schuster. 

Sleator, William. 2004. The boy who couldn't die. Abrams/Amulet. 

Sones, Sonya. 2004.0ne of those hideous books where the mother dies. Simon and 
Schuster. 

Stephens, J.B. 2004. The big empty. Penguin/Razorbill. 

Strasser, Todd. 2004. Can't get therefrom here. Simon and Schuster. 

Sweeney, Joyce. 2004. Takedown. Marshall Cavendish. 

Westerfeld, Scott. 2004. The secret hour. HarperCollins. 

Woods, Brenda. 2004. Emako Blue. Penguin Putnam. 

Woodson, Jacqueline. 2004. Behind you. Penguin Putnam. 
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TEXAS WOMAN•s UNIVBRSITY 
CONSENT TO PAltTICIPA TE IN RESEARCH 

Titlo: The Appoal of Quick Pick Book Covers to Middlo Sohool Students and Ita Impact on the 
Self-Selection of Fiction Books in the Middle School Library Setting 

luvestiptor: Leigh Ann Jones .................................................... 469-6334590 
Advisor: Sylvia Vardell, Ph.D ................................................... :940-898-2612 

§uJanati@n.an4 Purpgp oflggrch 
Your child is boing .asbd to parti,cipate in a resear,;h ~ for Mrs. Jones, dissertation at Texas 
Woman's University. Tho purpose of this research iuo determine the potentitl appetl offiction 
book coven to middle school readers and t1ie impact ot'book oavon ·01rthe self-ae'lection of books in 
the school Ubrary. A list of tho boob to bo UHd in the study is 01t page two of this form. Students 
will not road those books but will complete a short, online quostionnaire in the library about whether 
the book covw IQ)J)eals to him/her or not and how he/she chooses the fiction books checked out from 
tho middlo school h"brary. 

Bmarch Procedures 
For this study stuclenta who Rtufll: sigaeclcoment ~ by the date mdicated on page two will 
complete a short online qu.csti.onnaite on SunoyMon)b.,J.C0111. This anonymous questionnaire will be 
completed in a small group setting in~ sehoollibtal'y :diu'm3 toading or literature classes and will 
be supervised by Mrs. Jonos. The time ·frame for completion will bo about twenty minutes» not to 
exceed forty minutes. Participation m voluntary and partioipants may withdraw at any time without 
penalty. 

Pgtential Bite ., 
Although questionnaires are"anonymous and-no-~information will be colloctod. lou of 
GODfidentiality is a potential risk re~_to ~padoil in tho ltlldy. Computers used in this survey 
will be 1ogpd in pnericaUy and not by atttdeut ID-and pauword. IP addresses for computers used 
in this SUJ'Voy may be traced to FrilcoISD1nlt8't:~iadividual participants in .tllia study. All data 
will be purged from SurveyMOl$ey.co111 QO later than l)egember 31, 2005. UJ,on completion of the 
study, which will be no laterthtmMay 31,2006, . .Upaper copies of downloaded infotmation will be 
shredded and computer files ·1'ftl. t,e purged;--. Confidentiality will be protected to tho extent that is 
allowed by law. Losa of class time. aid mused clua work is a potential risk. The estimated time for 
this study is twenty minutes, nouo exceed .ftmy minutes. The researcher"will collaborate with 
teachers to avoid c:ontlicts with a major assipmcnt or test. This absence will. be counted as excused and 
students will be giYCll one additional day to mab up work missed with no penalty. Participation is 
voluntary; no pressure will be placed upon students to participate and there will be no consequences. 
oitber nogative or posilM: as a rosult of non-participation or participation. All students who return thi8 
fi>nn to the library drop·bmt. properly signed, withia on week of the date distributed will be allowed to 
participate. No makeup dates will be scheduled if studen.t(s) are absent on the day(s) that the . 
questionnaire is given. 

Participation and Benefits 
Participation in this rese&Rh study is completely volunwy. and your child may discontinue 
participation at any time without penalty. This research is being conducted with the approval of the 
principal and reading or litenture teaohor md will not affect your child's grade either positively or 
negatively. The only direct benefit ofthia study to your child is that at the completion of the study a 
summary of the results will be mailed to you upon request. 

Approved by the 
r ... women-. lJnlverslty 
lnatltutlonal Review Boeld 

Approved: Aug. 6, 2004 
Revised: Feb.8.2005 

Participant or Parent/Guardian Initials 
Page 1 of2 
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Questions Jluvding the Study 
If you have any questions about the research study you may uk the researchers; their phone 
numbers are included on this form. If you have questions about your rights u a participant in this 
research or the way the study hai been conducted, you may contact the Texas Woman's University 
Office of Research and Grants at 940-891-3375 or via e-mail at IRB@twu,edu. 
The researchers will try and prevent any problem that could happen from this research. You should 
lot the researchon know at onc;e if thent b a problem and they will help you. However, TWU does 
not provide medical services or any finincialassistance for injuries that might happen because you 
are taking place in this research. If you would _like to receive a summary of the results of this study, 
please provide an address to which the summary should be sent: 

Boot Covers Used in the Study 

Burham, Niki. 2004. Royally jacud. Simon and SChuster/Simon Pulse. 
Flake, Sharon. 2004. Who am I without him? Hyperion/Jump at the Sun. 
Harrison. Lisi. 2004. Tise clique. Little, Brown. 
Hartinger, Brent. 2004. La:it chance Taaco. HarperCollins. _ 
Hopkin&, Cathy. 2004. 71te princeu of pop. Simon and Schuster. 
Myers, Walter Dean. 2004. Shooter.-HarperCollins/Amistad. 
Myracle, Lauren. 2004. 'JTYL. Abrams/Amulet. 
O'Connell. Tyne. 2004. Pullingprlnca. Bloomsbury USA. 
Oppell, Kenneth. 2004. Airbom. HarperCollins. 
Rabb, M.E. 2004. The chocolati lover. Penguin/Speak. 
Shaw, Tucker. 2004. COlf[anoru of a baclrup dancer. Simon and Schuster. 
Sleater, William. 2004. The bay who couldn't die. Abrams/Amulet. 
Sones, Sonya. 2004. One of thMe J,ideou:, boob where the mother dies. Simon and Schuster. 
Stephens, J.B. 2004. Ths big empty. Pengwn/Razorbill. 
Strasser. Todd. 2004. Can't getthtlnfro11t 'lw,. ~imon and Schuster. 
Sweeney, Joyce. 2004. Takedown. Marshall Cavendish. 
Westerfeld, Scott. 2004. Theaecret hour. HarperCollins. 
Woods, Brenda. 2004. F.ma"koBhle. Penguin Putnam. 
Woodson, Jacqueline. 2004. Beldndym,. Penguin Putnam. 

Note: Each book II reviewed for sbtb, HYeDtb1 and/or elabtb pade ID a professional review ,oarce. 
Students In the study wlB 1101 read these books, bot they wUJ be asked whether the cover of eacb book 
appeals to him/her. 

Parent signature 

Student Name (printed) 

Student Signature 

Gnde: 6, 7, or 8 (Clrde one) 
Reading/llt teacher: ________ _ 

Approved by the 
Texas Woman'I Unllleralty 
lnslltutlonel Review Board 

Approved: Aug.8,2004 
Revised: Feb.8.2000 
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Date 

Surveys mut be properly signed 
and returned by date below in 
order for student to participate: 
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Burnham, Niki. 2004. Royally jacked. 
© Simon and Schuster/Simon Pulse. 
May not be reprinted without permission. 
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Flake, Sharon. 2004. Who am I without him? 
0 Hyperion/Jump at the Sun. 
May not be reprinted without permission. 
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Harrison, Lisi. 2004. The clique. 
© Little, Brown. 
May not be reprinted without permission. 
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Used by Permission, HarperCollins Publishers, 
1350 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10019 
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Hopkins, Cathy. 2004. The princess of pop. 
«:>Simon and Schuster 
May not be reprinted without permission 
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Used by Permission, HarperCollins Publishers, 
1350 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10019 
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Myracle, Lauren 2004. ITYL 
©Abrams Books. 
May not be reprinted without permission 
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Jacket art and design <C> 2004 by Michael Storrings. 
Rabbit photo courtesy of Photonica. 
Used by permission of the publisher, Bloomsbury Children's Books. 
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Used by Permission, HarperCollins Publishers, 
1350 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10019 
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Rabb, M.E. 2004. The chocolate lover. 
CPenguin/Speak. 
May not be reprinted without permission 
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Shaw, Tucker. 2004. Confessions of a backup dancer. 
0Simon and Schuster. 
May not be reprinted without permission 
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Sleator, William. 2004. The boy who couldn't die. 
<OAbrams Books. 
May not be reprinted without permission 
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Sones, Sonya. 2004. One of those hideous books where the mother dies. 
©Simon and Schuster 
May not be reprinted without permission 
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Stephens, J.B. 2004. The big empty. 
<OPenguin/Razorbill. 
May not be reprinted without permission 
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Strasser, Todd. 2004. Can't get there from here. 
©Simon and Schuster. 
May not be reprinted without permission 
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Ta/cedown by Joyce Sweeney with permission of 
Cavendish Children's Books. 
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Used by Permission, HarperCollins Publishers, 
1350 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10019 
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Woods, Brenda. 2004. Emako Blue. 
C>Penguin Putnam. 
May not be reprinted without permission 
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Woodson, Jacqueline. 2004. Behind you. 
CPenguin Putnam. 
May not be reprinted without permission 
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Scripted Directions Read to Study Participants 

Please log in to your computer using libstu, 1-i-b-s-t-u, as the usemame. There 

will be no password, so leave that blank. If you have a question, look at the sheet next to 
, I 

your computer with the login example on it or raise your hand. When you are finished, 

open Internet Explorer then wait for directions; (Researcher monitors students, then 

proceeds when all are ready.) 

Under Favorites, click on SurveyMonkey.com but do not begin. To answer the 

questions you will need to look at the book covers shown in your booklet or feel free to 

come up and look at the b~oks on this shelf: You may work at your own pace. Read the 

definitions at the beginning of the questionnaire and refer back to them if you need to. 

Once you begin I can help you only if you have a question about the directions. Please 

give your honest opinion. Once you come to the word "Done" at the end of the 

questionnaire, click it only one time to submit your answers. Are there any questions? 

Thank you for participating in this research study. 
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Survey Summary Page 1 of 4 

a ■ II 

·· .· Tuesday, April 12, 2005 

Results Summary Show All Pages and Questions ■ PIIPAP& 
FIiter Results 
To analyze a subset of your data, 
you can a-eate one or more filters. 

11114 Total: 250 
Vlslble: 250 

1. Questionnaire 

Shre 1',esults 
Your ·resutts ·can be shared with others, 
WlthO'tJi·glving access to your account. 

LU■, N · Statua: Enabled 
Reporta: Summary and Detall 

1. Check which things you UKE about this cover. You may check as many or as few answers as 
you like for each cover. 

Chllrac:blr Rupondent <•> or Colore Detllgn Pont NDCNI 
Picture Total 

a. Royalty Jacked 63% (150) 66% (157) 51'MI (134) lrMt(lQ) 60% (142) 237 

b. Who am I Without Him? 74.,.. (174) 63% (148) 71% (165) 65% (153) 71% (166) 234 

c. The Clique IP4(1D) 52% (108) 51% (106) 43% (90) 52% (108) 209 

d. The Last Chance Texaco 67% (162) 65% (157) 73%(1n) az.,._ (118) 76% (183) 241 

e. The Princess of Pop 52% (110) 70% (150) 66% (141) 791Mt(118) 52% (110) 213 

f. Shooter 74% (180) 53% (129) 7,..(lU) 76% (186) 71% (173) 244 

g. TTYl 71% (167) 61'MI (158) 72.,._ (lff) 63% (148) 62% (146) 236 

h. Putnng Princes 50% (107) 67% (141) 58% (123) 74 .. (117) 45% (95) 212 

I.Alrbom 75 .. (172) 73% (169) 72% (166) 70% (162) 61% (141) 230 

Total Respondents 250 

(skipped this question) 0 

2. Check which things you UKE about this cover. You may check as many or as few answers as 
you like for each cover. 

Character 
(a)or COion , .,..., .. Font Mood 

Picture 

J. The Chocolate Lover 54% (12~) 64% (145) 59% (134) 704Mt (111) 54% (124) 

k. Confessions of a Backup Dancer -~ (1'4) 66% (156) 76% (180) 61% (145) 70% (166) 

I. The Boy Who Couldn't Ole 69% (159) 61% (140) 72% (167) 81.,..(187) 74% (172) 

m. One of those Hideous Books where 66% (145) 74 .. (161) 70% (155) 66% (145) 66% (146) 
the Mother .. 
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n. The Big Empty 61'MI (146) 74'M, (176) 74'M, (175) 8Mlt(lt1) 65% (155) 2H 

o. can't Get There from Here 81'MI (192) 63'Mt (149) IM'MI (200) BO'MI (191) 71% (168) UI 

p. Takedown 68'Mt (158) 68'Mt (156) 71'Mt (-165) 68'M, (156) 76'MI (175) Ul 

q. Mldnlghters: The Secret Hour 79lMl(188) 63% (151) IMCM.(201) 66'Mt (158) 73% (175) 239 

r. Emako Blue 631Mi (143) 60% (136) 70'Mt (158) 7 .. (170) 56% (127) 229 

s. Behind You 70% (166) ~(115) 75'Mt (177) 61'Mt (143) 71% (167) ue 

Total RMpondenb 290 

(skipped this question) 0 

3. Which of these books have covers that might make you want to check It out of the ltbrary to 
read? Check as many or as few books as you llke. 

ltnponaeR.eaponN 
Percent Total 

a. Royalty Jacked 34.9% 87 

b. Who am I Without Htm? 43.8'Mt 109 

c. TheOlque 24.5% 61 
. . 

d. The Last Chance Texaco . 55% 137 

e. The Princess of Pop 29.3% 73 

I.Shooter eo.e% 151 

O,TlYL 52.2% 130 

h. Pulling Prtnces 26.1% 65 

I. Alrbom 35.3% 88 
-·-· ·-

J. The Chocolate Lover 32.9% 82 

k. Confessions of a Backup Dancer 51.4% 128 

L The Boy Who Couldn't Die 59.4% 148 

m. One of those Hideous Books where 39.8% 99 
the Mother .. 

n. The Big Empty 51% 127 

o. can't Get There from Here 57.8% 144 

p. Takedown 47.8% 119 

q. Mldnlghters: The Secret Hour 48.6% 121 

r. Emako Blue 32.5% 81 

s. Behind You 49.4% 123 

Total Respondent. 249 

(skipped this question) 1 

4. When you check out fiction books from the school library, what most often Influences your 
decision? 

a. Author 

b.Cover 

c. Genre of book 

U'Mt (28) 

714'\ (192) 

4e'Ml(115) 

Sometlmee 

Sl'MI (129) 

20% (49) 

40% (101) 

..... ly 

37% (94) 

4% (10) 

14% (35) 
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d. Length of book 20'MI (50) SO'Mt(12&) 30% (75) 2.10 

e. Reed the cover &nit (117) 26% (66) 7% (18) 1.41 

f. Reaxnmendatton from a friend 34% (86) 41~(114) 20% (51) 1.H 

g. Recommendation from the hbrarian 27% (67) SOCMt (126) 23% (58) 1.H 

h.Series 32% (81) 351M9(ft) 32% (81) 2.00 

I. Title 7GIM,(17a) 23% (58) 7% (17) 1.37 

Total Raapondenta 250 

(skipped this question) 0 

5. I am a 

RNponN Ruponse 
Pvunt Total ,. ...... S9.4% 149 

male 40.6% 102 

Total Reapondenta 251 

(skipped this question) 0 

6. I am In 

Responae RapGIIM 
Percent Total 

sixth grade 29.5% 74 

seventh grade 42.a% 107 

eighth grade 27.9% 70 

Total Raapondenta 251 

(skipped this question) 0 

7. Usually, I 

ltuponN RuponH 
P9rcent 

love to read 31.9% 

llketorud 50.2% 

don't llke to read 17.9% 

Total ._pondenta 

(skipped this question) 
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